Comments on An Essay on Man by Alexander Pope

Pope wrote an Essay on Man during the Enlightenment, and  thinkers during this time maintain faith in the abilities of mankind to uncover and solve pressing problems of the time. They believe that human beings are rational creatures, capable of employing reason and logic in order to obtain additional amounts of knowledge. Rene Descartes embodies the Enlightenment philosophy by stating, “I think, therefore I am.” The worth of human beings stems from their reasoning faculties and the ability to understand the unexplainable. Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man articulates Enlightenment thinking because it exemplifies the spirit of enquiry during the period, shows human beings as rational creatures, and reveals the inherent organization of society.

During the period of Enlightenment, a frenzy of exploration and investigation pervade society. Pope states that humanity wants to “vindicate the ways of God to man.” Human beings are discontent regarding their lack of knowledge of the surrounding world and seek to uncover the plan of God through reason. By observing the world around them, mankind believes that knowledge will ensue because human beings possess the ability to draw conclusions regarding evidence obtained through observation. At the commencement of the poem, Pope exclaims, “Awake, my St. John!” Pope wishes to reveal that human beings have no time to waste and need to begin using their reasoning faculties in order to solve the pressing problems facing the human race. He believes in the spirit of inquiry resulting in knowledge and insight and he possesses contempt for those unwilling to take action.

Throughout Pope’s Essay on Man, he not only reveals the spirit of inquiry prevalent throughout society, he portrays human beings as rational creatures capable of using reason to investigate the surrounding world. Pope believes that reason is a “nice barrier” which separates mankind from all others. The faculties of reason are only granted to human beings and thus, mankind must take advantage of this unique ability they possess. No other creature is blessed with reason; human beings can use reason and logic to discern knowledge that is solely relegated to the powers of a Supreme Being. 

Through the use of reason and investigation, humanity can discover the natural organization of society. Pope believes that “the general order…is kept by nature, and is kept in man.” There is a sense of order prevalent in nature, and Pope assumes that this organization can be transferred to society as well. By the observations of human beings, the organization of nature will be revealed and can then be employed to instigate this natural order among mankind. Pope states that the “mighty maze [of mortal life is] not without a plan.” Although the workings of society may appear unintelligible, Enlightenment thinkers believe that the interactions between humanity are connected to the interactions within nature. Through a closer scrutiny of the natural state, order will ultimately result because the rules set by nature also work to govern mankind. 

By showing humanity engaging in an investigation of nature, possessing the rational characteristic of reason and discovering an innate order to society, Pope employs his Essay on Man in order to propagate Enlightenment philosophy. During this period, mankind wishes to understand the unexplainable problems in society and questions the answers previously given to appease society. Human beings use their reasoning capabilities in an effort to uncover knowledge and stray from traditional thought or explanation. By combining mankind’s rational abilities with a spirit of investigation, humanity hopes to discover the order inherent in nature in an effort to ultimately transfer this organization to human society.

Epistle I concerns itself with the nature of man and with his place in the universe; 

Epistle II, with man as an individual; 

Epistle III, with man in relation to human society, to the political and social hierarchies; 

Epistle IV, with man's pursuit of happiness in this world. 

An Essay on Man was a controversial work in Pope's day, praised by some and criticized by others, primarily because it appeared to contemporary critics that its emphasis, in spite of its themes, was primarily poetic and not, strictly speaking, philosophical in any really coherent sense: Dr. Johnson, never one to mince words, and possessed, in any case, of views upon the subject which differed materially from those which Pope had set forth, noted dryly (in what is surely one of the most back-handed literary compliments of all time) that "Never were penury of knowledge and vulgarity of sentiment so happily disguised." It is a subtler work, however, than perhaps Johnson realized: G. Wilson Knight has made the perceptive comment that the poem is not a "static scheme" but a "living organism," (like Twickenham) and that it must be understood as such.
Considered as a whole, the Essay on Man is an affirmative poem of faith: life seems chaotic and pattern less to man when he is in the midst of it, but is in fact a coherent portion of a divinely ordered plan. In Pope's world God exists, and he is beneficent: his universe is an ordered place. The limited intellect of man can perceive only a tiny portion of this order, and can experience only partial truths, and hence must rely on hope, which leads to faith. Man must be cognizant of his rather insignificant position in the grand scheme of things: those things which he covets most -- riches, power, fame -- prove to be worthless in the greater context of which he is only dimly aware. In his place, it is man's duty to strive to be good, even if he is doomed, because of his inherent frailty, to fail in his attempt. 

In conclusion here are some general statements about the overall work: 

-Pope excludes women (at least appears to). However, mankind was, and to my knowledge still sometimes is, an acceptable way to refer to the whole of humanity. 

-The emphasis here is on Epistemological philosophy or thinking. An Epistle however is simply defined by dictionary's as a long letter.

-Pope's Essay On Man is a comprehensive approach to studying mankind.  The ideas here can be related to almost anything.  
  
-Pope was highly concerned with nature, and saw the natural world as outside of reason, morals, and other man invented concepts. 

-Pope believed in God, but he seems to see God as a representation of the perfection found only in the natural world. Real perfection for Pope is nature's perfection.

