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1701 

Question 2 

“A Meditation upon a Broomstick” is a classic piece of parody from English satirist and author Jonathan 
Swift and was composed as a satire of Robert Boyle's Occasional Reflections upon Several 
Subjects (1665). Boyle's Reflections took the form of meditations on everyday subjects, where they were 
likened to religious themes.  

Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-developed essay, analyze the rhetorical strategies Swift uses 
to convey his bleak view of human existence. Support your analysis with specific references to the text. 

The single stick, which you now behold 
ingloriously lying in that neglected corner, I 
once knew in a flourishing state in forest; it 
was full of sap, full of leaves, and full of 
boughs; but now, in vain does the busy art of 5 
man pretend to vie with nature, by tying that 
withered bundle of twigs to its sapless trunk; 
’tis now at best but the reverse of what it was, 
a tree turned upside down, the branches on 
the earth, and the root in the air; ’tis now 10 
handled by every dirty wench, condemned to 
do her drudgery, and by a capricious kind of 
fate, destined to make other things clean, and 
be nasty itself: at length, worn to the stumps in 
the service of the maids, ’tis either thrown out 15 
of doors, or condemned to its last use, of 
kindling a fire. When I beheld this I sighed, and 
said within myself, Surely mortal man is a 
Broomstick! Nature sent him into the world 
strong and lusty, in a thriving condition, 20 
wearing his own hair on his head, the proper 
branches of this reasoning vegetable, till the 
axe of intemperance has lopped off his green 
boughs, and left him a withered trunk: he then 
flies to art, and puts on a periwig1, valuing 25 
himself upon an unnatural bundle of hairs, all 
covered with powder, that never grew on his 

head; but now should this our broomstick 
pretend to enter the scene, proud of those 
birchen spoils it never bore, and all covered 30 
with dust, though the sweepings of the finest 
lady’s chamber, we should be apt to ridicule 
and despise its vanity. Partial judges that we 
are of our own excellencies, and other men’s 
faults! 35 

But a broomstick, perhaps you will say, 
is an emblem of a tree standing on its head; 
and pray what is man, but a topsy-turvy 
creature, his animal faculties perpetually 
mounted on his rational, his head where his 40 
heels should be, groveling on the earth! And 
yet with all his faults, he sets up to be an 
universal reformer and corrector of abuses, a 
remover of grievances, rakes into every slut’s2 
corner of Nature, bringing hidden corruptions 45 
to the light, and raises a mighty dust where 
there was none before; sharing deeply all the 
while in the very same pollutions he pretends 
to sweep away. His last days are spent in 
slavery to women, and generally the least 50 
deserving, till, worn out to the stumps, like his 
brother besom3, he is either kicked out of 
doors, or made use of to kindle flames for 
others to warm themselves by. 

1 a wig, especially of the kind worn by men in the 

17th and 18th centuries 

2 (dated) an offensive term for a woman who is 

regarded as not concerned about conventional 

standards of domestic cleanliness 
3 a broom made from a bundle of twigs 
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AP English Language and Composition 

2017 Scoring Guidelines 

Question 2 

(Rhetorical Analysis, “A Meditation Upon a Broomstick,” Jonathan Swift) 

The essay’s score should reflect the essay’s quality as a whole. Remember that students had only 

40 minutes to read and write; the essay, therefore, is not a finished product and should not be 

judged by standards appropriate for an out-of-class assignment. Evaluate the essay as a draft, 

making certain to reward students for what they do well. 

All essays, even those scored 8 or 9, may contain occasional lapses in analysis, prose style, or 

mechanics. Such features should enter into your holistic evaluation of an essay’s overall quality. 

In no case should you give a score higher than a 2 to an essay with errors in grammar and 

mechanics that persistently interfere with your understanding of meaning. 

9 – Essays earning a score of 9 meet the criteria for the score of 8 and, in addition, are 

especially sophisticated in their argument, thorough in their development, or impressive in their 

control of language. 

8 – EFFECTIVE 

Essays earning a score of 8 effectively analyze the rhetorical strategies that Swift uses to convey 

his view of human existence. They develop their analysis with evidence and explanations that are 

appropriate and convincing, referring to the passage explicitly and implicitly. The prose 

demonstrates a consistent ability to control a wide range of the elements of effective writing but 

is not necessarily flawless. 

7 – Essays earning a score of 7 meet the criteria for the score of 6 but provide more 

complete explanation, more thorough development, or a more mature prose style. 

6 – ADEQUATE 

Essays earning a score of 6 adequately analyze the rhetorical strategies that Swift uses to convey 

his view of human existence. They develop their analysis with evidence and explanations that are 

appropriate and sufficient, referring to the passage explicitly or implicitly. The writing may 

contain lapses in diction or syntax, but generally the prose is clear. 

5 – Essays earning a score of 5 analyze the rhetorical strategies that Swift uses to convey his 

view of human existence. The evidence or explanations used may be uneven, inconsistent, or 

limited. The writing may contain lapses in diction or syntax, but it usually conveys the student’s 

ideas. 
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4 – INADEQUATE 

Essays earning a score of 4 inadequately analyze the rhetorical strategies that Swift uses to 

convey his view of human existence. These essays may misunderstand the passage, misrepresent 

the strategies Swift uses, or analyze these strategies insufficiently. The evidence or explanations 

used may be inappropriate, insufficient, or unconvincing. The prose generally conveys the 

student’s ideas but may be inconsistent in controlling the elements of effective writing. 

3 – Essays earning a score of 3 meet the criteria for the score of 4 but demonstrate less 

success in analyzing the rhetorical strategies that Swift uses to convey his view of human 

existence. They are less perceptive in their understanding of the passage or Swift’s strategies, or 

the explanations or examples may be particularly limited or simplistic. The essays may show less 

maturity in their control of writing. 

2 – LITTLE SUCCESS 

Essays earning a score of 2 demonstrate little success in analyzing the rhetorical strategies that 

Swift uses to convey his view of human existence. The student may misunderstand the prompt, 

misread the passage, fail to analyze the strategies Swift uses, or substitute a simpler task by 

responding to the prompt tangentially with unrelated, inadequate, or inappropriate explanations. 

The prose often demonstrates consistent weaknesses in writing, such as grammatical problems, a 

lack of development or organization, or a lack of control. 

1 – Essays earning a score of 1 meet the criteria for the score of 2 but are undeveloped, 

especially simplistic in their explanation, or weak in their control of language. 

0 – Indicates an off-topic response, one that merely repeats the prompt, an entirely crossed-out 

response, a drawing, or a response in a language other than English.  
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AP Language Question 2 

Student Sample A 

Score: 6 

Essays are typed exactly as written by hand. 

The elaborate essay, which has just been beheld, is that of a. man’s contempt for what a 

man will be and what a man can be; the bleak outlook on what man has become. Jonathan Swift 

utilizes parallelism, metaphor, personification, and symbolism to convey his bleak view of 

human existence in “A Meditation Upon a Broomstick.” By likening a broomstick to a man and 

a man to a broomstick, Swift achieves a guilt-ridden parody. 

Initially, the use of parallelism in lines 4-5 impart to the reader what once had been. The 

“flourishing state in forest” was no more, in the eyes of Swift as he also establishes a 

reminiscient tone with an underlying sense of guilt in the reader. The phrase “full of sap, full of 

leaves, and full of boughs; but now in vain does the busy part of man pretend to  use in nature, 

by tying that withered bundle of twigs to its sapless trunk;” makes the reader ponder the 

existence of forests more closely. Upon this pondering, the reader then comes to the realization 

that man has been destroying the natural wonders of the world since Eve trespassed in the 

Garden of Eden. 

Furthermore, after the reader has found this sense of guilt, Swift goes on to scoff that 

“Surely mortal man is a Broomstick!” Here Swift is very foreward in his use of language, 

specifically scorning the reader for destroying nature by putting the reader in the lowest possible 

esteem – a Broomstick. The lowest classes of society, even today, include impoverished peoples 

who are usually enslaved; enslaved meaning they use broomsticks to clean and wait on the upper 

classes. And even more, the choice to include the word “mortal” meaning not immortal, an 

expendible entity to describe man and comparing it to another expendible object which is not 

actually alive, but will most likely outlive a man is even more degrading. 

Now Swift reverses the role of a man and the role of a broomstick by personifying the 

broomstick. The broomstick who was once a living “thriving,” “reasoning vegetable,” but who is 

now “in slavery to women.” This irony is striking when it is realized that if the broomstick is a 

man and a man is a broomstick, then man would be enslaved by women which, at this time, was 

unthinkable. It is now understood that Swift is willing to use any form necessary to verbally 

degrade the reader until the reader understands how imperative it is to stop destroying the natural 

wonders of the world. 

In his final plea, Swift uses symbolism in the sentence “But a broomstick, perhaps you 

will say, is an emblem of a tree standing on its head…” to impart to the reader how man’s 

philosophy is upside down when nature is given a voice as well. Men should have more respect 

for their origins which date back to before men were men. 

In conclusion, Swift’s use of parallelism, metaphor, personification, and symbolism in “A 

Meditation Upon a Broomstick” impart a guilt-ridden tone, and a bleak outlook on the future of 

mankind. 
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AP Language Question 2 

Student Sample B 

Score: 7 

Essays are typed exactly as written by hand. 

In the piece, “A Meditation Upon a Broomstick,” Swift attempts to express his thoughts 

upon a man’s life after considering a broom. Once a great tree, a broom is disgusting and used to 

clean up the messes of others – much like the life of a man. Swift strategically uses analogy, 

contrast, and tone. 

Swift begins the piece with a stark contrast between a tree’s “flourishing state in forest,” 

and its existence as a broomstick – dirty, ugly, nasty – until it is “condemned to its last use, of 

kindling a fire.” This contrast coaxes the reader into meditating upon an ordinary object in a 

more sympathetic way by reminding the reader that it was once a living miracle of nature, but is 

now a “single stick.” The contrast also serves to prick at the reader’s pathos and sets the tone for 

the remainder of the piece. 

Swift then abruptly and succinctly states his thesis: “Surely, mortal man is a 

Broomstick!” He procedes to elaborate in vivid detail the life of a man in comparison to that of a 

broomstick and how we humans begin as lively beings only to be warped into cruel beings “apt 

to ridicule and despise…other men’s faults!” much like a broom is used to clean off dirt, 

although it is dirty itself. This comparison leads the reader to contemplate his own life in a new 

light and, if the message rings true, in a depressed and regretful way that pulls the reader in line 

with the piece’s tone. 

The final paragraph sees a change of tone from one of neglect and sadness to one of 

renewal and newfound consideration. Swift, in his second paragraph, takes on an almost hopeful, 

new look upon man’s life being like a broom as being one of righteousness. A man, “a topsy-

turvy creature,” is thrown into this world and sins, “yet with all his faults,” the man works to use 

his life to work for reform and change for the better of mankind until he is “made use to kindle 

flames for others to warm themselves by.” This change of tone creates a second contrast between 

the first and second paragraphs that presents the reader with a choice about how to look at a 

human’s existence: as a bleak existence where he does evil, or a bleak existence where he works 

to better the world. 

Swift expertly presents his belief that man has a bleak existence. However, he bestows a 

choice upon the reader about how he will use his life. Swift affectively does this through 

analogy, contrast, and tone. 

© 2018 Applied Practice, Dallas, TX. All rights reserved. 8



AP Language Question 2 

Student Sample C 

Score: 8 

Essays are typed exactly as written by hand. 

In “A Meditation Upon a Broomstick,” Jonathan Swift satirically compares human 

existence to a broomstick, which gives an opposing view to Robert Boyle’s religious reflections. 

To accomplish this goal, he uses the rhetorical devices of comparable situation, word choice, and 

persuasive structures. His audience was well established in his mind before he chose these tools, 

with his listeners being contemplative laymen, as seen by his everyday yet philosophical 

references, such as the phrases referring to trees, the broomstick, and daily life. 

The structure of Swift’s parody can be found in the comparison between man’s existence 

and the broomstick. In paragraph 1, he uses a literal comparison, as seen in the phrases “that 

withered bundle of twigs” and “left him with a withered trunk.” In this example, he compares the 

literal twigs on a broomstick to an ageing man’s decaying hair. With paragraph 2, however, he 

compares the situation figuratively, as seen in the examples “an emblem of a tree standing on its 

head” and “his head where his heels should be.” These two lines illustrate metaphorical 

situations for comparison between a man and a broomstick. This flow of Swift’s parody allows 

the reader to see the philosophy of nihilism in a complete manner with its material and spiritual 

connotation. Because of this, Swift is able to humor the audience with the bleakness of human 

existence.  

In addition to guiding his audience with structure, Swift engages comparable examples 

throughout his writing. Aside from the ones detailed previously, one more example for 

comparison can be found in the lines “the sweepings of the finest lady’s chamber” and “rakes 

into every slut’s corner of nature.” With these phrases, Swift compares the broomstick’s situation 

with man’s, and implicitly notes that if “we should be apt to ridicule the broomstick,” then we 

will ridicule man’s existence in the same way. Thus once more Swift defends his nihilism with 

an analogy to a broomstick by using comparable examples. 

But without an arsenal of vocabulary, Swift could not have made his examples 

convincing. Throughout the writing, he uses emphatic language to bombard the reader, from 

“handled by every dirty wench, condemned to her drudgery” to “groveling on the earth.” Other 

terms which supplement this artillery of phrases are “fire,” “slavery,” “animal faculties,” and 

“kicked out of doors.” With his barrage of emphatic word choice, Swift is able to further push 

the reader into the bleakness of human existence. 

In conclusion, Swift effectively composes his satire on humanity by using several 

devices, including a well-designed structure, comparable examples, and persuasive word choices. 

Through this, he is able to humor his audience with the irony of existence. Through humor, he is 

able to persuade some readers to become more nihilistic. Thus he accomplishes his rhetorical 

goal.  
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Passage 4, Questions 23-30.  Read the following passage, “Advice to Youth,” written in 1882 by Samuel L. 
Clemens (Mark Twain) carefully before you choose your answers. 

 Being told I would be expected to talk here, I inquired what sort of a talk I  
ought to make.  They said it should be something suitable to youth–something  
didactic, instructive, or something in the nature of good advice.  Very well.  I have a 
few things in my mind which I have often longed to say for the instruction of the  

(5) young; for it is in one’s tender early years that such things will best take root and be
most enduring and most valuable.  First, then, I will say to you, my young friends–
and I say it beseechingly, urgingly–

Always obey your parents, when they are present.  This is the best policy in the
long run, because if you don’t they will make you.  Most parents think they know

(10) better than you do, and you can generally make more by humoring that superstition
than you can by acting on your own better judgment.

Be respectful to your superiors, if you have any, also to strangers, and
sometimes to others.  If a person offend you, and you are in doubt as to whether it
was intentional or not, do not resort to extreme measures; simply watch your chance

(15) and hit him with a brick.  That will be sufficient.  If you shall find that he had not
intended any offense, come out frankly and confess yourself in the wrong when you
struck him; acknowledge it like a man and say you didn’t mean to.  Yes, always
avoid violence; in this age of charity and kindliness, the time has gone by for such
things.  Leave dynamite to the low and unrefined.

(20) Go to bed early, get up early–this is wise.  Some authorities say get up with the
sun; some others say get up with one thing, some with another.  But a lark is really
the best thing to get up with.  It gives you a splendid reputation with everybody to
know that you get up with the lark; and if you get the right kind of a lark, and work
at him right, you can easily train him to get up at half past nine, every time–it is no

(25) trick at all.
Now as to the matter of lying.  You want to be very careful about lying;

otherwise you are nearly sure to get caught.  Once caught, you can never again be,
in the eyes of the good and the pure, what you were before.  Many a young person
has injured himself permanently through a single clumsy and ill finished lie, the

(30) result of carelessness born of incomplete training.  Some authorities hold that the
young ought not to lie at all.  That, of course, is putting it rather stronger than
necessary; still, while I cannot go quite so far as that, I do maintain, and I believe I
am right, that the young ought to be temperate in the use of this great art until
practice and experience shall give them that confidence, elegance, and precision

(35) which alone can make the accomplishment graceful and profitable.  Patience,
diligence, painstaking attention to detail–these are the requirements; these, in time,
will make the student perfect; upon these, and upon these only, may he rely as the
sure foundation for future eminence.  Think what tedious years of study, thought,
practice, experience, went to the equipment of that peerless old master who was

(40) able to impose upon the whole world the lofty and sounding maxim that “truth is
mighty and will prevail”–the most majestic compound fracture of fact which any of
woman born has yet achieved.  For the history of our race, and each individual’s
experience, are sown thick with evidence that a truth is not hard to kill and that a lie
told well is immortal.  There is in Boston a monument of the man who discovered

(45) anaesthesia; many people are aware, in these latter days, that that man didn’t
discover it at all, but stole the discovery from another man.  Is this truth mighty, and
will it prevail?  Ah no, my hearers, the monument is made of hardy material, but the
lie it tells will outlast it a million years.  An awkward, feeble, leaky lie is a thing
which you ought to make it your unceasing study to avoid; such a lie as that has no

(50) more real permanence than an average truth.  Why, you might as well tell the truth
at once and be done with it.  A feeble, stupid, preposterous lie will not live two
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years–except it be a slander upon somebody.  It is indestructible, then, of course, but 
that is no merit of yours.  A final word:  begin your practice of this gracious and  
beautiful art early–begin now.  If I had begun earlier, I could have learned how. 

(55) Never handle firearms carelessly.  The sorrow and suffering that have been
caused through the innocent but heedless handling of firearms by the young!  Only
four days ago, right in the next farmhouse to the one where I am spending the
summer, a grandmother, old and gray and sweet, one of the loveliest spirits in the
land, was sitting at her work, when her young grandson crept in and got down an

(60) old, battered, rusty gun which had not been touched for many years and was
supposed not to be loaded, and pointed it at her, laughing and threatening to shoot.
In her fright she ran screaming and pleading toward the door on the other side of the
room; but as she passed him he placed the gun almost against her very breast and
pulled the trigger!  He had supposed it was not loaded.  And he was right–it wasn’t.

(65) So there wasn’t any harm done.  It is the only case of that kind I ever heard of.
Therefore, just the same, don’t you meddle with old unloaded firearms; they are the
most deadly and unerring things that have ever been created by man.  You don’t
have to take any pains at all with them; you don’t have to have a rest, you don’t
have to have any sights on the gun, you don’t have to take aim, even.  No, you just

(70) pick out a relative and bang away, and you are sure to get him.  A youth who can’t
hit a cathedral at thirty yards with a Gatling gun in three-quarters of an hour, can
take up an old empty musket and bag his grandmother every time, at a hundred.
Think what Waterloo would have been if one of the armies had been boys armed
with old muskets supposed not to be loaded, and the other army had been composed

(75) of their female relations.  The very thought of it makes one shudder.
There are many sorts of books; but good ones are the sort for the young to read. 

Remember that.  They are a great, an inestimable, an unspeakable means of  
improvement.  Therefore be careful in your selection, my young friends; be very  
careful; confine yourselves exclusively to Robertson’s Sermons, Baxter’s Saint’s 

(80) Rest, The Innocents Abroad, and works of that kind.
But I have said enough.  I hope you will treasure up the instructions which I 

have given you, and make them a guide to your feet and a light to your  
understanding.  Build your character thoughtfully and painstakingly upon these 
precepts, and by and by, when you have got it built, you will be surprised and  

(85) gratified to see how nicely and sharply it resembles everybody else’s.

23. The first paragraph leads the reader to believe that the speaker

(A) has no children of his own
(B) intends to teach from his own experience
(C) will be overly didactic in his advice
(D) is going to give a satirical speech
(E) will offer good advice to young people

24. The second paragraph serves to

(A) establish that the speaker is mocking the precepts of society
(B) show that the speaker believes children should obey their parents
(C) suggest that the speaker believes youth are not as smart as adults
(D) undermine the serious ideas expressed in the rest of the passage
(E) extend the tone that is established in the first paragraph
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25. “Such things” in lines 18-19 refers to

(A) “confess yourself in the wrong” (line 16)
(B) “say you didn’t mean to” (line 17)
(C) “violence” (line 18)
(D) “charity and kindliness” (line 18)
(E) “dynamite” (line 19)

26. In the second through fifth paragraphs (lines 8-54), it is evident that the speaker believes

(A) violence is often the only option
(B) adults usually know better than youth
(C) starting the day very early is wise and respectable
(D) society has many overrated standards
(E) conforming to social norms is a citizen’s duty

27. Lines 38-48 contrast with the rest of the paragraph in that

(A) the speaker’s rhetoric is increasingly hyperbolic
(B) the speaker is stating what he truly believes without sarcasm
(C) the speaker emphasizes the importance of the behavior of individuals
(D) the speaker uses a more didactic tone to emphasize the seriousness of lying
(E) the speaker begins to exaggerate the usefulness of a good lie

28. In the paragraph about guns, the speaker

(A) is trying to safeguard the elderly from gun violence
(B) shares a story from his own childhood
(C) is critical of giving children access to firearms
(D) mocks society’s emphasis on the danger of unloaded guns
(E) suggests youth can learn from the Battle of Waterloo

29. From the last paragraph and the passage as a whole, the reader can infer that the speaker

(A) hopes his audience will follow society’s precepts
(B) would be applauded by all the parents in the audience
(C) will be widely sought out by school officials to speak at graduation ceremonies
(D) desires his audience to make their own value judgments
(E) is proud of his support of the moral values of society and hopes the audience will

applaud him

30. The speech is

(A) an example of Twain’s bitter resentment of any kind of authority
(B) a series of allusions to themes found in many of Twain’s works
(C) a pedantic attempt to instill morals in the audience by using sarcasm
(D) a humorous parody of speeches made to graduating classes
(E) a tirade in which there is a notable lack of figurative language
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ANSWER EXPLANATIONS 
PASSAGE 4 

 
23.  (E)  will offer good advice to young people.  The speaker says he inquired about 
what sort of talk he should make and was told “it should be something suitable to youth–
something didactic, instructive, or something in the nature of good advice.” He goes on to 
say that he has “a few things in my mind which I have often longed to say for the 
instruction of the young.” These opening words give the impression that the speaker 
intends to offer good, sound advice for the youth he is addressing. There is no hint in the 
paragraph that his speech will be satirical. 
 
24.  (A)  establish that the speaker is mocking the precepts of society.  One precept of 
society is that children should be obedient to their parents. The speaker unsurprisingly 
begins the first paragraph of his actual “advice” by saying, “Always obey your parents.” 
He then undercuts this advice with “when they are present.” He goes on to suggest that 
children humor their parents’ “superstition” that they know better than their children 
rather than acting on their own “better judgment” and disobeying. In this paragraph, it 
becomes clear that the speaker is mocking, rather than promoting, the established 
precepts of his society. Specifically, he mocks the idea that adults know better than their 
offspring, calling this a “superstition.” He tells youth the only reason to obey their parents 
“when they are present” is that if they do not, their parents will “make” them obey 
anyway. So obedience is pragmatic rather than morally right. 
 
25.  (C)  “violence” (line 18).  The phrase “in this age of charity and kindness” describes 
the present time. The “time has gone by for such things,” referring to “violence.”  
“Dynamite” cannot be the reference since it follows rather than precedes the pronoun. 
 
26.  (D)  society has many overrated standards.  In these paragraphs, the speaker 
lampoons several generally unquestioned standards:  “honor thy parents,” “respect your 
superiors,” “early to bed, early to rise,” “honesty is the best policy,” etc. In each case, he 
treats these rules as overrated and certainly flexible.   
 
27.  (B)  the speaker is stating what he truly believes without sarcasm.  In most of this 
paragraph, the speaker talks of lying with a tongue-in-cheek tone, using words that glorify 
the “art” of lying well: “confidence,” “elegance,” “precision,” “graceful,” “profitable.” 
However, in lines 38-48, the speaker explains that whoever said “truth is mighty and will 
prevail” was dead wrong. He says that a lie will outlive the truth by “a million years.” He 
says the truth is “not hard to kill” but “a lie told well is immortal.” These sentiments 
reflect the cynicism underlying the passage as a whole (and Twain’s own well-known 
cynicism about mankind). 
 
28.  (D)  mocks society’s emphasis on the danger of unloaded guns.  In his anecdote 
about the boy and the gun, the speaker says twice that the gun was “supposed” to be 
unloaded. This sets the reader up for the tragedy of his accidentally killing his 
grandmother. The speaker upends the reader’s expectation by saying, “He had supposed it 
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was not loaded. And he was right—it wasn’t.” He adds, though, that this is the only 
instance he has heard of in which such a gun did not turn out to be loaded after all. He is 
gently mocking the fear that any gun “supposed to be unloaded” must surely be loaded 
and thus should not be touched. He is not really minimizing the dangers of firearms; he is 
gently mocking society’s exaggerated fears. It is analogous to the common warning to 
children not to run or walk with a pencil “or you will poke your eye out.” This is possible, 
of course, but certainly not as common as this often-repeated warning would suggest. 
 
29.  (D)  desires his audience to make their own value judgments.  The speaker 
discusses several platitudes often put forth by society--obey parents, tell the truth, rise 
early, etc.—then challenges each one, thus raising questions about society’s stated values.  
The last satiric comment about “how nicely and sharply it resembles everybody else’s” is 
a hint that he would prefer his audience to make their own decisions rather than simply 
going along with the crowd.  Parents would be appalled by his statement about obeying 
parents only when they are present, and school officials, usually supportive of society’s 
precepts, would also not appreciate many of the speaker’s comments about lies and truth 
and about respect for superiors.  
 
30.  (D) a humorous parody of speeches made to graduating classes.  In this speech, 
Twain employs his characteristically sarcastic humor to parody the typical moralizing 
speeches given to youth at such events as graduation. He says he was asked to give a 
speech that is “didactic, instructive, or something in the nature of good advice.” He 
begins his advice with the instruction, “Always obey your parents,” but from that point 
on, he mocks and satirizes the idealistic, and unrealistic, advice usually doled out by such 
speakers. He is not attempting to “instill morals” with his sarcasm. He makes it clear that 
he believes instilling morals is beyond the scope of a speaker at a ceremony even though 
that is what the typical speaker attempts to do.  
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Selection from the Applied Practice resource guide 

for Satire Selections 
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Directions:  This part consists of satire selections and questions on their content, form, and style.  After 
reading each passage, choose the best answer to each question. 

Note:  Pay particular attention to the requirement of questions that contain the words NOT, LEAST, or 
EXCEPT. 

Passage 1, Questions 1-8.  Read the following passage from “A Modest Proposal,” by Jonathan Swift 
(1729) carefully before you choose your answers. 

 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.  These mothers, instead of being able to  

(5) work for their honest livelihood, are forced to employ all their time in strolling, 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 
(10) 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 commonwealth would
serve so well of the public as to have his statue set up for a preserver of the nation.

(15) 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 
(20) important subject, and maturely weighed the several schemes of other projectors, I

have always found them grossly mistaken in their computation.  It is true a child just
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, which the mother may
certainly get, or the value in scraps, by her lawful occupation of begging, and it is

(25) 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 clothing of many thousands.

There is likewise another great advantage in my scheme, that it will prevent 
(30) 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 expense than the shame, which would move tears and pity
in the most savage and inhuman breast.

The number of souls in Ireland being usually reckoned one million and a half, 
(35) of these I calculate there may be about two hundred thousand couples whose wives

are breeders, from which number I subtract thirty thousand couples 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

(40) 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

(45) them in handicraft or agriculture; we neither build houses (I mean in the country),
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 nor cultivate land:  they can very seldom pick up a livelihood by stealing until 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  
(50) 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. 
  I am assured by our merchants that a boy or a girl before twelve years old, is no  
 saleable commodity, and even when they come to this age, they will not yield above  
(55) three pounds, or three pounds and half-a-crown at most on the Exchange, which  
 cannot turn to account either to the parents or the kingdom, the charge of nutriment  
 and rags having been at least four times that value. 
  I shall now therefore humbly propose my thoughts, which I hope will not be  
 liable to the least objection. 
(60)  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 fricassee, or a ragout. 
  I do therefore humbly offer it to public consideration, that of the hundred and  
(65) twenty thousand children, already computed, twenty thousand may be reserved for  
 breed, whereof only one fourth part to be males, which is more than we allow to  
 sheep, black-cattle, or swine, and my reason is that these children are seldom the  
 fruits of marriage, a circumstance not much regarded by our savages, therefore one  
 male will be sufficient to serve four females.  That the remaining hundred thousand  
(70) may at a year old be offered in sale to the persons of quality, and fortune, through  
 the kingdom, always advising the mother to let them suck plentifully in the last  
 month, so as to render them plump, and fat for a good table.  A child will make two  
 dishes at an entertainment for friends, and when the family dines alone, the fore or  
 hind quarter will make a reasonable dish, and seasoned with a little pepper or salt  
(75) will be very good boiled on the fourth day, especially in winter. 
 
 

1. Which of the following contributes to the tone of the first paragraph the LEAST? 
 
 (A) “melancholy object” (line 1) 
 (B) “crowded with beggars” (lines 2-3) 
 (C) “forced to employ” (line 5) 
 (D) “helpless infants” (line 6) 
 (E) “fight for the Pretender” (line 7) 
 
 
2. In comparison to the first paragraph, the second and third paragraphs are 
 
 (A) intended to be less didactic 
 (B) more metaphorical in nature 
 (C) factual rather than satirical in tone 
 (D) more logical and less emotional 
 (E) more sympathetic to the poor 
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3. In the fourth and fifth paragraphs (lines 19-33), the narrator asserts that 
 
 (A) babies under the age of one are most valuable to society 
 (B) women frequently murder their unwanted children 
 (C) children of one year of age will become very valuable to their country 
 (D) he has written this proposal primarily to protect children 
 (E) the shame of being unwed overrules all other considerations 
 
 
4. “That art” (line 52) refers to 
 
 (A) breeding 
 (B) building houses 
 (C) farming 
 (D) stealing 
 (E) governing 
 
 
5. In the paragraph beginning in line 60, the narrator implies that Americans are 
 
 (A) extremely knowledgeable 
 (B) reassuring 
 (C) cannibalistic 
 (D) gourmands 
 (E) talented in cooking 
 
 
6. In the paragraph which begins in line 64, which of the following contributes to the central  
 imagery the LEAST? 
 
 (A) “twenty thousand may be reserved for breed” (lines 65-66) 
 (B) “a circumstance not much regarded by our savages” (line 68) 
 (C) “one male will be sufficient to serve four females” (lines 68-69) 
 (D) “may at a year old be offered in sale” (line 70) 
 (E) “the fore or hind quarter will make a reasonable dish” (lines 73-74) 
 
 
7. Throughout the passage, the narrator 
 
 (A) is convinced of his superiority and secure in his arrogance 
 (B) is extremely humble and reticent in his presentation 
 (C) wavers between bold certitude and self-effacing humility 
 (D) repeatedly asserts his qualifications and problem-solving abilities 
 (E) boasts that he is the only one to offer solutions to the problem 
 
 
8. The overall tone of the passage could best be described as 
 
 (A) logical 
 (B) detached 
 (C) scientific 
 (D) humorous 
 (E) satirical 
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ANSWER EXPLANATIONS 
PASSAGE 1 

 
1.  (E)  “fight for the Pretender” (line 7).  All the other choices show how helpless and 
trapped in poverty the people are, while this choice mentions the one “acceptable” job 
possible to the men, entering the army. 
 
2.  (D)  more logical and less emotional.  The first paragraph expresses some sympathy 
for the poor, “a melancholy object” to observers.  The children are “all in rags,” and 
infants are “helpless.”  The second and third paragraphs refer to the poor children as “a 
very great additional grievance” and proceed with a cold, logical analysis of the problem.  
The second and third paragraphs are satirical, referring to a process for making poor 
children “profitable,” and are purely conjectural rather than factual. 
 
3.  (C)  children of one year of age will become very valuable to their country.  The 
narrator says that “exactly at one year old,” his plan will allow children, “instead of being 
a charge upon their parents, or the parish, or wanting food and raiment for the rest of their 
lives” to instead “contribute to the feeding and partly to the clothing of many thousands.”   
 
4.  (D)  stealing.  All the lines from 46-52 refer to children being able to support 
themselves by the theft, an “art” that is seldom mastered until they are at least six years 
old. 
 
5.  (C)  cannibalistic.  The “very knowing American” “assured” the narrator that a “year 
old” child is “most delicious,” which implies that the American has eaten a fellow 
human. 
 
6.  (B)  “a circumstance not much regarded by our savages” (line 68).  The 
“circumstance” referred to is “marriage,” a human social convention and religious 
ceremony, but the central imagery of the paragraph is that of breeding, sale, slaughter, and 
preparation of the meat in terms usually reserved for a discussion of cattle, sheep, pigs, 
etc. 
 
7.  (C)  wavers between bold certitude and self-effacing humility.  The narrator 
sometimes boldly asserts his ideas as the only way (lines 15-57), then abruptly shifts to 
“humbly propose . . . which I hope will not be liable to the least objection” (lines 58-59).  
He then shifts back to offering an “expert” opinion on the use of the “food,” and then 
shifts again to “I do therefore humbly offer” (line 64).  Thus, the narrator wavers between 
confidence and humility. 
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8. (E)  satirical.  The passage is a satirical attack on the ill-treatment of the poor of
Ireland.  The author’s real feelings are revealed in lines 1-8, 31-33, and 46-47, where he
details the extremity of the poverty.  The wording comparing children to animals,
referring to the “carcasses,” and the last sentence about the “dishes” are extreme satire
since no humans in their right minds in Europe in the 1700s would actually advocate the
selling and eating of babies as a new industry and source of income.  This extremity rules
out merely “humorous” as the best answer.
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