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CHAPTER 4 

AMP: SEEMINGLY TRUE AND NORMATIVELY FALSE 

 

The author is dead, but the character is alive. Only through the fictional character 

can a reader get to know the real author. In order to infer that the author of AMP is 

being satirical, David needs to judge first that the speaker in AMP is either a joke29 or 

a hypocritic liar.  

AMP is composed of two parts: (a) seemingly true, (b) normatively false30. 

When reading only (b), David has no problem judging that the speaker in (b) is a joke. 

But I stipulate that David needs to read (a) first and to respect the speaker in (a) as 

most of us do. When reading (a) and (b), David has difficulty saying that the speaker 

is a joke. 

I will discuss the whole of AMP in Chapter 5. Here I only tackle (a) and (b) 

respectively. To achieve the task mentioned above, David needs two of “our 

experience.” First, to judge that the speaker in (b) is a joke, David needs one general 

experience of the majority of people, i.e. that any human cannibalism ought to be 

wrong. Second, to emotionally respect the speaker, David needs the dominant schema 

of the seemingly true general experience of the majority of people.  

 

The Speaker in AMP: A Joke or a Liar 

 In this section, I will explain why David, in order to infer that the author of AMP 

is being satirical, needs to judge first that the speaker in AMP is either a joke or a 

                                                 
29 In this thesis, when I say that someone is a joke, I intend that person to be a butt for laughter, who is 
ignorant of his own stupidity or mistake. A joker, on the other hand, is aware of this. 
30 There are 33 paragraphs in AMP. (a) includes paragraphs 1-8. The speaker in (a) first portrays the 
miserable living condition of the Irish beggars and their children, and then lists two advantages of his 
solution to it. (b) refers to paragraphs 9-33. The speaker in (b) describes in detail how he plans to skin, 
gut, and dine on the Irish infants, and adds several more advantages of his solution. Please check FIG 
7-3 on page 80 for a more detailed description of (a) and (b). 
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hypocritic liar. The reason is that the reader cannot see the author. The author, behind 

the curtain, manipulates a puppet show. The reader sees only the puppet speaker, a 

reflection of the author. The reader cannot judge whether the reflection is faithful or 

twisted. In the case of AMP, the reader is especially in a disadvantaged position to 

remove the author’s veil. I will use two analogies to explain this situation.  

 In that imaginary party mentioned on page 28, when the bystander infers that the 

hostess intends to ridicule the tardy and unsuitably attired guest, the bystander might 

sense a tinge of irony in her voice and sees her facial expression change from being an 

author to being a character. Nevertheless, when reading AMP, the reader does not see 

the change of Jonathan Swift from the author to the character. The reader only reads 

the character’s speech. The reader does not hear the speaker articulate the author’s 

“anger at the rapacious English absentee landlords, who were bleeding the country 

white with the silent approbation of Parliament, ministers, and the crown” (Abrams, 

2181). The author tries to talk to the reader through the narrator, but the (first-person) 

narrator (in AMP) is unfaithful and unreliable. To get to know the author, therefore, 

the reader needs to debunk the speaker first. The reader needs to judge that what the 

speaker says is false. Then the reader should infer either of the following situations: (1) 

the speaker does not intend AMP to false, which makes himself a joke; (2) the speaker 

intends AMP to be fa lse but does not intend the reader to find it false, which makes 

himself a hypocrite, a liar.  

 However, as I am ready to make David judge that the speaker in AMP is either a 

joke or a hypocritic liar, the speaker suddenly appears. The huffish speaker defends 

himself, “I am a faithful messenger of the author. I am being satirical, not being literal. 

The reader should not see me as a joke or a liar. According to the author’s will, I am 

authorized to represent and speak for the author Jonathan Swift.” When the reader 

reads AMP and hears the speaker’s defense, it is possible, I admit, that the reader will 
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take the speaker’s side, rather than mine. But allow me to prick the speaker’s bubble. 

My evidence is  that the speaker in AMP announces in conclusion, “I have no children 

by which I can propose to get a single penny; the youngest being nine years old, and 

my wife past child-bearing,” but there are only speculations that Jonathan Swift 

secretly married Stella Johnson in 1716. Swift left a birthmark on the speaker, so that 

it is possible for the reader to tell that the speaker is not the author.  

 It would be easier for the reader to judge whether the speaker faithfully conveys 

the author’s intention, I think, if Jonathan Swift kept AMP intact but renamed AMP as 

“A Disgusting Proposal.” Then, quite probably the reader would think that the speaker 

in ADP is being satirical and represents the author. Nevertheless, if the author reveals 

too much, then the pleasure of interpretation will diminish. Swift played a game with 

the reader: the author withdrew himself, became dead, and pushed his double onto the 

stage. To remove Swift’s veil, David needs to make more efforts. And the first thing 

that David needs do is to infer that the speaker in AMP is either a joke or a liar.  

 

The General Experience: The Normatively False Cannibalism 

In this section, I will explain why the reader, when reading only paragraphs 9-33 

of AMP, has the ability to judge that this part of AMP ought to be false and that the 

speaker in it is a joke. I limit my target reader to people in the civilized, stable society 

from 1000 BC to the present day. People of ancient western and eastern civilizations 

would also think that in general a human being should not eat another. The reason I 

exclude people of 5000 years ago is that according to S. Mead and so forth, the human 

flesh was the staple food of prehistoric people. At last, I will clarify that I am not 

arguing that my target readers necessarily would not change their beliefs that the 

human cannibalism is wrong. I simply argue that they do not initially think that it is 

right. Here I will use how the animals in Orwell’s Animal Farm are persuaded into 
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accepting a paradox to illustrate the change of belief. In Chapter 5 we will have a 

further discussion in this respect.  

I assume that if we read only paragraphs 9-33 of AMP, our experience alone will 

be a sufficient clue for us to judge that something should be wrong in the idea of (the 

English’s) skinning, gutting, and dining on (the Irish) human babies.  

Here comes the issue of defining “we.” By “we” I mean “people nurtured, taught 

in the civilized, stable society from 1000 BC to 2000 AD.” By “our experience” I 

mean the experience of these people.  

We are not aliens from some planet of the galaxy; thus our experience will not 

teach us that humans metamorphose into worms. Most of us are not from some human 

cannibal tribes; thus our experience will teach us that the idea of human cannibalism 

ought to be wrong. Most of us are not raised by chickens or wolves; thus we need not 

worry ourselves about my stupid question: If a feral child has sex with any of us, 

would he eat this human for snack, just as the female black widow after sex tries to 

eat the male one because of hunger? 

In 1716, Swift published AMP. In Swift’s time, people had no trouble finding the 

human cannibal idea false and disgusting. In the 20th century, people expressed the 

same attitude toward this idea. People nowadays tend to believe that although the 

human cannibalism exists in the human society from ancient to modern times, it has 

never been rife. Maybe for some religious ritual or superstition, out of expressing the 

hatred, or for the lack of food, a human being eats another, but the human flesh should 

have never been our staple food.  

  This common view, nevertheless, is challenged by S. Mead and so forth. They 

argue that the human meat is the staple food of our prehistoric ancestors. E. Gifford 

concluded after studying the prehistoric Fijian culture that “outside of fish, man was 
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the most popular of the vertebrates used for food”31. Mead argues that the reason we 

now have some disease-resistant genes is that our ancestors ate the human flesh32. The 

human cannibalism was a common phenomenon in the early human society. 

  Therefore, I need to specify my target readers who would find paragraphs 9 to 33 

of AMP false and disgusting. Young children 5000 years ago might be taught that the 

human cannibalism is acceptable and not false at all, since the human flesh was their 

staple food. Then, which society’s  heteronomous morality includes that the human 

cannibalism in general ought  to be wrong? I cannot say since when it becomes false in 

people’s eyes; this shift might be a slow process. What I know more sure is that since 

1000 BC the human cannibalism has been a social taboo. People of the ancient  

Mesopotamian, Greek, Roman, Indian, and Chinese civilizations would have the 

general agreement that the human cannibalism ought to be wrong. Then, for instance, 

a young child who is brought up with Christian or Confucian ethics would find the 

human cannibal idea funny and ridiculous.  

 I am not arguing that my target readers would not change their belief that the 

human cannibalism is wrong. People might think that there is exception to this basic 

moral rule. Some of us could learn or be taught that although the human cannibalism 

is wrong, there is nothing wrong in the idea of “the English’s” skinning, gutting, and 

dining on “the Irish” babies. We thus become J. Piaget’s children at the stage of moral 

relativism. Here is a description of it: 

 Toward the end of middle childhood, children reach the stage of moral 

relativism. Now they realize that rules are created and agreed upon 

                                                 
31 Edward Gifford was a famed anthropologist in the 1940s. The original source of this passage cannot 
be found. I read it in the online article “Fiji Apologised This Week for Killing and Eating a British 
Missionary 136 Years Ago” in RedNova News. The article was posted on 18 October 2003, and I read 
it on 2 March 2005. Its website is <http://www.rednova.com/news/display/?id=22625>. 
32 Mead, S. et al. “Balancing Selection at the Prion Protein Gene Consistent with Prehistoric Kurulike 
Epidemics.” Science (2003). 2 March 2005. 
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cooperatively by individuals and that they can be changed as the need arises. 

This understand ing leads to the realization that there is no absolute right or 

wrong and that morality depends not on consequences but on intentions. 

(Craig 316) 

From heteronomous morality to autonomous morality, a child in modern time may 

learn and decide later that the human cannibalism is not absolutely wrong but 

acceptable under certain conditions.  

 Through manipulation, the moral and ethical boundary thus can become obscure. 

What ought to be wrong and black might be legitimate and white in our eyes. The 

social crime and taboo as the human cannibalism could be rationalized. Dangling in 

the wind, our beliefs go astray in the manipulative rhetoric of the dictator. In George 

Orwell’s Animal Farm, although the farm animals experience in the beginning that all 

animals are all equal and they believe this seemingly absolute egalitarian credo, by 

means of carrot and stick the pigs in the farm make the other less intelligent animals 

unquestioningly obey the paradox that “All animals are equal, but some animals are 

more equal than others.” 

Luckily, unlike that of the less intelligent animals who are the majority in the 

farm, in most time, the general experience of the majority of people teaches that “any” 

human being’s eating another is wrong, even though there are some dark moments in 

history when the general experience teaches that a certain group of people is entitled 

to do anything, including prejudice, rape, murder, and even cannibalism, to another 

specified group of people. Then, I will input this general experience of the majority of 

people, i.e. that any human cannibalism ought to be wrong, in the wafer of David.  
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The Dominant Schema33 

In this section, I will use the concept of “dominant schema” to explain why the 

reader does not think that the speaker in AMP is a joke.  

I assume that if we read paragraphs 1-8 of AMP, the dominant schema in our 

experience will prompt us to infer that the speaker (in this part of AMP) intends to 

help the Irish children. 

Here I need to define “we” again. By “we” I imply “the majority of people who 

are nurtured by the human society throughout the history.” By “the dominant schema 

in our experience” I mean the dominant schema of these people.  

Here the dominant schema that I refer to is universal. I imply that it is more a 

product of nature (heredity), rather than that of nurture (environment). I assume that 

people of different culture, time, and space will have the same reaction when reading 

paragraphs 1-8 of AMP. When reading that the speaker in this part of AMP uses 

words such as “forced,” “helpless,” and “deplorable” to portray the life of the Irish 

children, most of us will judge that they are in a condition undesirable, rather than 

desirable, to most people. When reading that his plan has the advantages “making 

these children sound, useful members” and “prevent [. . .] that horrid practice of 

women murdering their bastard,” most of us will infer that he intends to help these 

poor people, rather than intends to hurt them.   

Rationally speaking, there can be other possibilities. But the dominant schema in 

our experience inhibits those possibilities of little chance, in order that we can quickly 

react to the outer world. When we read that one advantage in the speaker’s plan is 

“prevent [. . .] that horrid practice of women murdering their bastard,” of course we, 

being rational, have the ability not to limit our inference to that the speaker intends to 

                                                 
33 According to Chen Xue-zhi, the dominant schema is “the most frequently used, the most typical, or 
the most possible cognitive schema, which is in an excited state” (translation mine, “From Hearing the 
Joke” 254).  
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help and save these children. But it would be extremely tiresome for us to be paranoid 

and suspicious of everything. This is not the statistically normal human behavior. 

Most of us will not have the forethought and insist on the little chance that the speaker 

could be so foul-minded as to intend to hurt, rape, or even eat these children.  

Here I am not saying that all dominant schemas in our experience are universal. 

The prototype of bird in the eyes of an American can be canary or robin while that in 

the eyes of a Taiwanese is sparrow. But the dominant schema that I plan to input in 

the electronic wafer of David is universal, is an experience shared by most of us. And 

under this condition, the speaker in this part of AMP by no means is a joke in the eyes 

of David.  

Questions Unanswered 

David can think that the speaker is a joke, if he reads only paragraphs 9-33 of 

AMP. But David needs to read first paragraphs 1-8 of AMP and not to think that the 

speaker is a joke. Then, can David still think that the speaker is a joke (or a hypocritic 

liar) after reading the whole of AMP? If he can, then will he infer that the author of 

AMP is being satirical? In Chapter 5, I will answer the two questions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


