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I.   INTRODUCTION

1.  It was published anonymously in 1734, largely to ensure that it received an unbiased review.  


2.  It is often dismissed as rhymed philosophy, cosmic Toryism, or a versification of Deism.

3.  Pope seems to have prepared a prose statement of arguments later to be turned into verse.


4.  It was written at the suggestion of Pope’s friend Henry St. John (pronounced Sin-jun), Viscount Bolingbroke, a nobleman, philosopher, man of letters, and politician (2554).  


5.  Bolingbroke, to whom the work was dedicated (2554), was a deist, but Pope never gave up his acceptance of the Roman Catholic Church.


6.  Thus An Essay on Man fluctuates between all shades of opinion from orthodoxy to deism.  


7.  Dr. Johnson ridiculed the poem, saying “never were penury of knowledge and vulgarity of sentiment so happily disguised.”  

II.   PHILOSOPHY 

     A.  MAJOR IDEAS


1.  Pope believed that the cosmos is both in its particular operations and as a totality good.  Such a rationale is simply by deduction from the nature of God as infinite wisdom and infinite goodness.


2.  The poem has the 18th-century optimism, propounded by Gottfried von Leibniz, the German philosopher:  Leibniz believes that “Whatever is, is right.”  This optimism does not mean that everything is perfect, but rather that there is a reason for whatever appears to be imperfect.   


3.  Pope says that many may ask questions about the ordering to the universe on the basis of the little he can observe; but could people, like God, see all things in the universe, they would understand that everything exists as part of a perfect harmony of the whole.  


4.  A person is wisest when he or she studies himself or herself rather than God.   People foolishly put themselves in God’s place, and vainly strive to judge of the fitness or unfitness of things.  They try to decide justice or injustice and even, indeed, call God unjust if they find themselves unhappy.  Pope states that it is not for people to question God’s dispensations.   


6.  Vice and virtue are mixed in human nature; but that very mixture is part, too, of the eternal plan of things.  

     B.  THE FOUR EPISTLES:  SUMMARY

1.  The four epistles which compose the poem discuss human beings’ relation to the Universe, to himself or herself, to society, and to ultimate happiness.  


2.  In the first epistle, Pope asserts the essential order and goodness of the universe and the rightness of our place in it (2554).  

3.  The second seeks to show how we may attain a psychological harmony that can become the bases of a virtuous life through the cooperation of self-love and the passions (both necessary to our complete humanity) with reason, the controller and director (2555).


9.  The third is concerned with the individual in society, which, it teaches, was created through the cooperation of self-love (the egotistical drives that motivates) and social love (our dependence on others, our inborn benevolence) (2555)

10.  The fourth is concerned with happiness, which lies without the reach of all, for it is dependent on virtue, which becomes possible when self-love is transmuted into love of others and love of God (2555).
III.  EPISTLE 2: 1-18


1.  Epistle 2:  The business of human beings is to study themselves, not to pry into God’s purposes.  


2.  The opening 18 lines of Epistle II Show that human beings are the most dangerous link on the Great Chain of Being, neither securely rational nor governed by sure instinct.  They are a volatile mixture and therefore an unstable one.

3.  Chain of Being:  According to this theory there is a gradual scale of the species in this world, from plants to human beings.  And so from people to God there is a like chain of being.  


4.  Structure of lines 1-18:


(1)  Lines 1-2:  Human beings should not question God (“Presume not God to scan”); instead they should concentrate on getting to “know then thyself . . . The proper study of mankind is Man”).



(2)  Line 3 stresses that man has a “middle state.” The following lines state areas of middle-ness, using mainly paradoxes and antithesis:




(a) wisdom/ignorance:  “darkly wise” (4); “too much knowledge” (5); “reasoning but to err” (10); caught up “in ignorance” whether he speaks “too little or too much” (11-12).



(b) greatness/weakness:  “rudely great” (4); “too much weakness” (6); “born to die” (10); “lord of all thing, yet a prey to all” (16); “judge of truth,” but “full of error” (17); “the glory, jest, and riddle of the world” (18).



(c) action or mobility:  “in doubt to act, or rest” (7); “half to rise, and half to fall” (15).



(d) essential nature:  “a god or beast” (8); “his mind or body to prefer” (9); “Chaos of thought and passion, all confused” (13). 

5.   Paradoxes and Antithesis:


(a)  “darkly wise”  rudely great”



(b)  “too much knowledge”  “too much weakness”



(c)  “to act or rest”  



(d)  “a god or beast”


(e)  “mind or body”



(f)  “thinks too little, or too much”



(g)  “thought and passion”



(h) “abused, or disabused”



(i)  “half to rise, and half to fall”


(j)  “lord of all things” “a prey to all”



(k) “judge of truth” “in endless error”



(l)  “glory, jest, and riddle”

6.  Repetition:  “In doubt” (7, 8, 9).

7.   Reason/ Passion dichotomy



REASON




PASSION


“wise” (4; 2nd item)



“darkly” (4; 1st item)



“knowledge” (5; 1st item) 


“weakness” (6; 2nd item)


“god”  (8; 1st item)



“beast” (8; 2nd item)


“mind” (9; 1st item)



“body” (9; 2nd item)


“reasoning” (10; 1st item)


“to err” (10; 2nd item)



“reason” (11; 2nd item)


“ignorance” (11; 1st item)


“thinks too much” (12; 2nd item)

“thinks too little” (12; 1st item)


“thought” (13; 1st item)


“passion” (13; 2nd item)


“Lord”
 (16; 1st item)



“prey” (16; 2nd item)


“judge of truth” (17; 1st item)

“endless error” (17; 2nd item)


“glory” (18; 1st item of 3)


“jest” (18; 2nd item of 3)
NOTICE THAT “RIDDLE” IS ADDED AS THE THIRD OF THE THREE ITEMS TO LINE 18 AND THAT IT RHYMES WITH “MIDDLE” OF LINE 3.


