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precisely what the reader discovers when reading Pope’s “An Essay on Man,” which
provides an 18" century critique of enlightenment philosophy.

To understand this work the way Pope intended it, one must regress a little, back
in time before two hundred years of technology and progress, to a culture that had not yet
carved out an existence founded on scientific precision. As the manifestation of the great
enlightenment dream, the ideas of Pope in this poem can be seen as a threat to the entire
modern way of life. There isn’t a single aspect of the current lifestyle that has not been
become efficient or touched in some way by the thousands of technological
advancements made over the last hundred years. This is particularly true of medicine.
The best example is the current average life span, which has been stretched to almost
eighty years old through progress made in the field.

In the last line of the poem, appealing to providence and order, Pope concludes,
“One truth is clear, Whatever IS, is RIGHT” (295). In the context of the embryonic stem
cell debate, the argument would be that the people afflicted by these crippling and life-
threatening conditions are the product of nature and providence and it is not the role of
man, or science, to alter the situation. This is not a completely foreign argument, but one
that has been asserted as of late, especially in light of the new capabilities of genetic
engineering, which offer the possibility to parents of screening, selecting, or altering the
genetic composition of their children. However, this is not an argument that we, as an
enlightenment prodigy, are willing to accept due to the consequences of such a stance.
The problem with this line of thinking is that the argument has no boundaries. Could this
reasoning extend to such things as the flu or any situation requiring medical attention?

Certainly the same divine order that allows for the genes that cause Alzheimer’s disease



McHaffie 38

oversees someone who has a massive heart attack. Should a by-pass operation also be
ruled out on the grounds that “whatever is, is right?” This particular stance poses a threat
to not only medicine, but also the entire modern way of life. It is, therefore, an isolated
argument in the current landscape held by only a few and can be dismissed as an
unacceptable resolution to the stem cell debate.

Society has progressed to a point where one can no longer heed this particular
argument of Pope. The capabilities now exist to facilitate and improve the quality of life.
Presently, the potential of medicine falls under the category of “whatever is.” However,
“An Essay on Man” is relevant to the debate as it pertains to the function of man and
science in regards to the boundaries that must be crossed, outside of the human realm, to
procure such a quality of life, but not necessarily as it justifies or invalidates the
suitability of the recipients as an end for the technology. The critique is that the quest for
an improved existence should not go unregulated, and thus be deemed an “at all cost”
pursuit.

In looking for a limit to our science, Dr. Hellegers’ quote becomes particularly
important, in which he claims, “it is not the function of science to prove, or disprove,
where in the process human life begins” (Hellegers 548). He is able to make such a
statement because the truth is that science is completely unable to provide an answer to
the one question that needs to be resolved. As can be seen through the public debate
already investigated, all that exists are speculations, opinions, and societal judgements.
Science is only able to highlight the crucial events along the developmental continuum
and throw the question back at society. The truth remains that Hellegers’ stance and the

reality that biology is unable to resolve the issue of whether blastocysts have a legitimate
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claim to complete moral status is opposed to the Enlightenment claim that science stands
to answer our questions in some objective way.

The eighteenth century and the Royal Society held to the premise that these
efforts would bring clarity and precision to produce an “enlightened” world. However
true this assumption may appear on many levels, there is no clarity, or even direction,
concerning the ethics of embryonic stem cell research. The question then arises, does this
lack of resolution on the part of science, a device designed to illuminate, necessarily
indicate the presence of a realm into which man should not proceed? If we are still
plagued with these moral choices and haunted by the potential consequences of where
technology is leading us, then we are possibly being taken in a direction we should not
go. These are symptoms that lead us to a poem like “An Essay on Man” and the concerns
that Pope address in this work.

The crux of Pope’s argument is built around a visible order that is apparent
throughout nature, which is sustained and ordained by God. Although somewhat of a
theological foundation, the argument still holds up for those who exclude the idea of God
from moral reasoning. If God is replaced with the term ordering principle or creative
process, the reasoning is equally valid. There is a force that subjects creation and man to
its laws and power, which will be referred to as God. Pope needs only to observe nature
to reach this conclusion, as seen through the lines;

Great in the earth, as in th’ ethereal frame,
Warms in the sun, refreshes in the breeze,
Glows in the stars, and blossoms in the trees,

Lives through all life, extends through all extent,
Spreads undivided, operates unspent. (267-73)
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One finds this in both the cycle of the seasons and the regularity of instincts from man
and beast. As one progresses through this order, he finds a natural hierarchy of powers or
“great chain of being.” This is not a new idea, but one taught to children through the
song that begins “there was a spider who swallowed a fly,” which has open-ended lyrics
and progresses from animal to animal until it reaches man.

This is precisely Pope’s point, that humans possess an inherent authority over all
of creation. This authority is granted and secured in reason, found in the lines, “The
pow’rs of all subdued by thee alone, / Is not thy reason all these pow’rs in one” (231-2)?
The pinnacle of nature and culmination of all living things is a rational being, man. To
Pope, and hopefully everyone, such an order of things places a burden of responsibility
on our species. As reason dictates, man is responsible for the present and, most
importantly, insuring that order is maintained and the balance is not disturbed, unlike
Hooke and the enlightenment idea that we are capable of perfecting the world. Here,
Pope charges man with not disrupting nature’s system. An enlightenment perspective
leads to the conclusion that one is ultimately able to improve upon what he is given.

In fact, Pope’s critique largely focuses on this particular perspective, the
enlightenment hubris that makes the time period distinct. He holds that it is absurd to
view the natural world as something to be mastered, which he draws attention to in the
lines;

Ask for what end th’ heavenly bodies shine,

Earth for whose use? Pride answers, “’Tis for mine:

For me kind Nature wakes her genial pow’r,

Suckles each herb, and spreads out ev’ry flow’r. (131-4)

By aiming to modify and perfect the world, one is assuming that all was made for this

purpose. In turn, one begins to see all at his disposal as a means to this end, including the
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human embryo. The absurdity comes from believing that God, the initiator of life and
superior reasoning force, created an existence that needs to be perfected by humanity.

The warning is not to be too quick to deem man or the universe so imperfect as to
require human assistance. Advancement of the race and woﬂd, through such measures as
science and technology, is not in itself a useless idea. The caution is not to be pulled
beyond man’s faculties and station, for “...in the scale of reas’ning life, ‘tis plain / There
must be, somewhere, such a rank as Man” (48-9). The question becomes, “Is the great
chain, that draws all to agree, / And drawn supports, upheld by God, or thee” (33-4)?
Just as the fly is subjected to the authority of the spider, so is the reason of man inferior to
the order and nature of God. Herein lies the concern with embryonic stem cell research.
Human devices should not tamper with what is a clear and defined structure to life, for
fear of disrupting divine and natural provision. Many believe that experimenting on
embryos, which requires their destruction, falls into this category.

This is a fairly popular argument and has been currently formulated under the
heading of “playing God.” Some claim that there are distinct boundaries between the
human sphere and that which must be left to a Creator and Sustainer of life. By
experimenting on, essentially, ourselves, in the form on blastocysts, we would be
devaluing life. Consider the argument of President Bush in his address to the nation, “if
they are going to be destroyed anyway, shouldn’t they be used for a greater good, for
rescarch that has the potential to save and improve other lives” (Bush 2)? Taken in
reference to the spare embryos from IVF treatments that would potentially provide the

source for research purposes, this is a very economic stance and clear example of the
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commodification of life that would follow a commitment to embryonic stem cell
research.

As the leader of the largest economy in the free world, undoubtedly President
Bush thinks in such terms. However, he is referring to embryos, which retain a potential
for life, not terrorist-seeking warheads or oil. Citing the opinions of some, he continues
with an objection, “there is no such thing as excess life, and the fact that a living being is
going to die does not justify experimenting on it or exploiting it as a natural resource”
(3). The danger here is apparent. By experimenting on human embryos and using them
for therapeutic transplantation purposes they would be stripped of any intrinsic value and
would bear only an instrumental worth. Humanity, as the highlight of nature, should not
be subjected to this sort of devaluation to the level of a commodity.

A practical result would be the establishment of an economic market, much like
any other product. In any market, businesses are in competition, which is usually
accompanied by underhanded tactics to receive a financial advantage. To this end we
would begin to see stolen embryos and coercion during the donation process, all in the
name of profit. Even the hopes of scientists and the potential uses they foresee for
pluripotent stem cells illustrate the extent to which the end result is the creation of a
human product. Part of the cultivation process requires that these cells either be
genetically engineered to produce matching MHC:s or produced through “therapeutic
cloning” to create a precise cellular match with the recipient, a truly customized therapy,
made to order. These consequences are a clear violation of Pope’s “great chain of being”

and an exit from the ordained human realm. Human life, even in the form of potential,
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should not be subjected to man as something instrumental, but rather to the order that
sustains it.

Along with a warning not to overstep man’s boundary, Pope provides the reader
with a sense of the sphere in which he operates. Consider the lines;

Say first, of God above, of Man below,

What can we reason, but from what we know?

Of Man what see we, but his station here,

From which to reason, or to which refer? (17-20)
Here, reason, which he argues places man at the height of creation, also sets his
boundary, a double-edged sword that provides for both his strength and his Achilles heel.
The limits to reason are a result of a lack of vision, an inability to grasp, see, and control
the larger force that orders the universe, God. A lack of insight leads to limited
capabilities and a defined “station” from which to operate and reason. The suggestion,
then, is that the realm of man is confined to his own understanding and to cross out of
this station would entail aspiring towards things that require knowledge beyond what he
is able to comprehend.

It would be hard to argue with the fact that the modern concept of the human
realm would appear much larger than the idea Pope used to conceive this poem.
However, there is, within the present scientific understanding, a clear boundary between
what is attainable and what appears to be forever elusive. One of these mysteries
happens to be the ability to determine when life begins, when a soul is present, when an
entity should be granted the rights of personhood. In the beginning of my argument it
became clear that there is nothing more than opinion—Ilegal, societal, and religious.

Furthermore, there is no consensus, and more importantly, no truth. Biology has

progressed to the point where there is nothing left to be known that could decide the
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debate. In the enlightenment sense, science has failed us in this regard. In Pope’s view,
attempting to answer the question was a useless pursuit from the outset.

Within the ethical dilemma of stem cell research there are two opposing forces,
the unresolvable concern over the moral status of pre-natal existence against a possible
treatment for millions of suffering Americans. I would argue, though, that discerning the
level of moral responsibility an embryo should receive preempts any use of future
potential on the part of these cells as valid reasoning in favor of moving ahead with the
research. If it could be concluded that blastocysts are our moral equals, would that not
settle the issue? Pope asserts;

The bliss of Man (could pride that blessing find)

Is not to act or think beyond mankind’

No pow’rs of body or of soul to share,

But what his nature and his state can bear.

Why has not Man a microscopic eye?

For this plain reason, Man is not a fly.

Say what the use, were finer optics giv’n,

T’ inspect a mite, not comprehend the Heav’n? (189-96)
Once again the reader finds the idea of usurping the role of the divine, trying to
understand the heavens by attempting to reach an objective conclusion about the
beginnings of life, the question on which the entire debate hinges. But the answer,
however, escapes discovery due to the fact that it is not within our reach. Moreover, such
a pursuit is not a proper end to the technology and capabilities that man has acquired.
“Comprehending the heavens” is more than our reason will allow and more than our
“state can bear.”

The second part of Dr. Hellegers’ quote concerning the inabilities of science

provides a nice example of not “thinking beyond mankind.” He writes, “the question is

not just to forecast when life begins, but rather: How should one behave when one does
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not know whether dignity is or is not present in the [embryo]” (548). His conclusion
appears to be the corner that society is forced into. A reinterpretation would be, can we,
with a clear conscience, commit ourselves to the destruction of embryos for
experimentation and therapeutic purposes when they may or may not be our moral equal
in the eyes of God, the superior reasoning power? Pope says no, for to do so would not
only be a violation of the authority of man, but also a demonstration of the hubris that
distinguishes him. To Pope, it becomes difficult to proceed with any research efforts, no
matter the potential, when humans lack the vision and understanding to realize the
implications of their work, as it pertains to destroying embryos, and grasp the reasoning
that dictated such an order of things.

The result would be a disturbance in the state of nature, part of which includes the
creation of a pre-natal commodity. The ultimate consequence of such a disruption, he
claims though, is naturally hidden in the future;

...On superior pow’rs

Were we to press, inferior might on ours:

Or in the full creation leave a void,

Where, one step broken, the great scale’s destroyed. (241-4)
Certainly the possible implications extend, not only to the future, but toward the center of
societal perception and direction. If we can advance our treatment potential by using
embryo derived cells, how else may we implement this technology to customize our
lives, our children, the working class. Referring to the Huxley novel, Bush says, “we

have arrived at that Brave New World that seemed so distant in 1932,” which should be

warning enough in itself (Bush 3).
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A Question of Distribution

A misallocation of resources is one of the most immediate implications of
pursuing the potential of human embryonic stem cells. By seeking a regenerative fix
through therapeutic transplantation, which requires large amounts of money and effort by
many of the leading minds in scientific research, the country is missing the opportunity to
attack these diseases from a preventative angle. During the current year, the government
will spend 250 million dollars on stem cell research, which is mere start up cost in light
of the fact that this amount is limited to the sixty or so cell lines that already exist. The
same amount of money, including future spending, could be put toward efforts to reduce
the amount of people affected by such conditions. This is especially true of heart disease,
which causes the death of 750,000 Americans each year. Such a plan would entail
educating the public concerning the risk factors for heart disease, the lifestyle choices that
can lead to it, and encourage people to live healthy lives, which might include incentives
to stop smoking. In addition, it would free up many research facilities to pursue
advancement in areas that stand to benefit the health of a greater portion of society.

These are not cheap technologies, either in regards to funding the research or
prepping the cells for treatment purposes. If all the kinks are worked out, it would
require a serious amount of time, expertise, and money to prepare a cell culture ready to
be transplanted, which must include either the ability to genetically engineer the sample
or produce it through cloning technology. It seems unlikely that most people who stand
to benefit from these capabilities would have the money to afford them. The cost of

health care is the gravest issue facing medicine in this country today, which is spirally out
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of control due to, among others, advanced technologies. Insurance could not pay for a
stem cell transplant; if it did, the cost would be spread to all Americans, most of whom
are struggling to afford their premiums or are unhappy with the coverage they receive
under their current plans.

As a result, the potential embryonic stem cells offer would be limited to the
highest socio-economic class. Within the larger scope of modern medicine, it doesn’t
seem cost effective to focus treatment efforts on methods that stand to primarily benefit
the rich. A recent study claims that African-Americans and Hispanics, which statistically
make up a large portion of the lower class, receive inferior forms of healthcare and have
higher mortality rates compared to whites for the same diseases. In a situation that is
already out of balance socially, with the scales tipped toward the wealthy, aiming at
expensive technologies becomes an even greater injustice, one that offers only to widen
the distance to equality.

Jonathon Swift appears to have foreseen the problems concerning the distribution
of resources that science has the potential to create almost three hundred years ago. In
the third book of Gulliver’s Travels, Gulliver finds himself on an island named
Balnibarbi, which is a land bent toward the sciences. The peak of its technology is the
floating island of Laputa that hovers above the island. Laputa is built upon mathematical
principles, is perfectly circular, and is able to prevent the falling of rain. After viewing
Laputa the people of Balnibarbi, as a society, “began to dislike the Management of every
thing below; and fell into Schemes of putting all Arts, Sciences, Languages, and

Mechanicks upon a new Foot” (Swift 169).
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A more efficient and productive life is the general goal of these pursuits. A chief
aim is the invention of new “Tools for all Trades and Manufactures,” where one man can
do the work of a whole crew, a palace can be completed in a week, and materials never
need repair. In addition, they seek to ensure that all crops come into season as they
design with a “hundred fold” increase in yield. Gulliver observes;

The only Inconvenience is, that none of the Projects are yet brought to
Perfection; and in the mean time, the whole Country lies miserably waste,
the Houses in Ruins, and the People without Food or Cloaths. By all
which, instead of being discouraged, they are Fifty Times more violently
bent upon prosecuting their Schemes, driven equally on by Hope and
Despair. (169)
The critique, then, lies in the choice of direction for Balnibari. All the science and
knowledge that prospered the floating Laputa offers no aid to the people of the island.
What good is a hovering city to a starving people? Likewise, what’s the purpose of
attempting to attain greater heights and develop other such devices and technologies
when everyone is naked or in rags? Much like modern medicine, the proper direction for
Balbarni is to address the larger and more fundamental needs of the people. See to it that
everyone understands the implications of a poor diet and the numerous areas of personal
health affected by smoking. Make sure everyone has proper access to healthcare. Strive
to eliminate all the impoverished environments that contribute to the onset of and cause

so many life-threatening diseases. All this comes before the regenerative potential of

stem cells and the efficiency of innovative “Tools for all Trades and Manufactures.”
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Faith and Reason

Through book III of Gulliver’s Travels, Swift also goes to great lengths to
demonstrate the true relationship between faith and reason, which appears mutually
exclusive on the surface. The Enlightenment, as the age of reason, experienced a
philosophical paradigm shift from a God-centered existence, which provided the model
for the centuries preceding it, to a human-based reality. The assumption that man
retained the ability to perfect himself and the world around him helped catalyze this
transition. In a society that embraced the human potential for mastery on every front,
ideas and beliefs concerning the function and sphere of God must be altered. In fact, this
revolution in cultural theology is another one of the distinguishing characteristics of the
age. Whether in line with the optimistic views of humanity or as a response to the de-
centering of the divine, the topic occupies a large portion of the debate found during the
time. Pope’s “An Essay on Man” serves as a clear example of a typical response to the
issue. Moreover, changes in the perception of God posed a serious threat to many
enlightenment thinkers. For example, George Berkeley, in his work “Three Dialogues
between Hylas and Philonous,” answered the threat by reasserting the endless dominion
and omnipresence of God through his claim that to exist is to be present in His mind and
perception.

The theological transformation was cast into the minds of the people by the new
world of discoveries and explanations that scientific progress opened up. The work of
the Royal Society and Isaac Newton provided understanding in areas that were previously

mysterious and unexplained, and therefore accepted on faith as under divine control.
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Referring to the Royal Society, Sherman writes, “in its first decades its members made
enormous advances...producing (among innumerable innovations) new explanations of
heat, cold, and light; an air pump capable of creating a vacuum; a newly efficient pocket
watch; and a newly coherent and durable account of the universe” (Sherman 2040). In
addition, Newton almost single handedly redefined the world. Through his work on the
physics of motion, he gave an understanding to what could be attributed to nothing else
but the visible manifestation of an invisible God, proving that motion, whose chief
influence is gravity, is subject to mathematical rules and scientific laws on earth and in
the cosmos that are within the grasp of man. He gave cause to reason that humans do
possess the ability to master. Through the theological ideas of Newton, as well as his
physics, the God of the enlightenment came to be seen as a clock maker. Newton was a
deist. He held to the idea that God ordered the universe and took leave, allowing it to
function according to the systems already in place. Metaphorically, he built and wound
the clock and returns periodically to make adjustments, such as daylight savings time.
Concerning Newton, Pope writes, “Nature, and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night. /
God said, Let Newton be! And All was Light” (Sherman 2626). Referring back to the
moment of creation, Pope illustrates the extent to which Newton was responsible for the
recreation of the world in terms that people could put their minds around. If one can
understand the operating principles of the natural world, there is less room to see the
world in terms of blind faith. Thus, the order of the universe becomes less of a belief and
more of a study. In this sense, reason precludes faith. A nice literary example can be
found in Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, which is a spiritual journey as well as an economic

one. In his attempts to acquire provision, Crusoe attributes the sudden appearance of
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corn on his island to a blessing from God. Once he discovers that it came from some
useless scraps that had sprouted after he discarded them, his notion of God’s providence
is supplanted. The point here is that as explanations are provided and human’s begin to
demonstrate some control of the world through knowledge, God becomes de-centered
and questions are raised as to His place in the realm of human perception. To this end,
faith and science came to be seen as distinct. The assumption is that, by investing in the
“enlightenment” science offers, one is able to transcend the uncertainty of simple faith.
Faith is necessarily mysterious, and mystery did not sit well in the 18" century.
However, one of the things we have already seen from book III of Gulliver’s
Travels is the mysterious nature of the Balnibarian’s scientific pursuits. The island’s
efforts include the development of new scientific academies. The quest for technology
and understanding is so great “there is not a Town of any consequence in the Kingdom
without such an Academy” (Swift 169). This can be seen as Swift’s satirical response to
the Royal Society. Much like the Balnibarians, many of the Royal Society’s goals seem
utterly ridiculous, for “even Charles II laughed out loud when he learned that the
members were busy weighing air” (Sherman 2040). The Academies of Balnibari, too,

were busy;

The first man I saw was of a meagre aspect, with sooty hands and face,
his hair and beard long, ragged and singed in several places. His clothes,
shirt, and skin were all of the same colour. He had been eight years upon
a project for extracting sun-beams out of cucumbers, which were to be
put into vials hermetically sealed, and let out to warm the air in raw
inclement summers. He told me, he did not doubt in eight years more,
that he should be able to supply the Governors gardens with sunshine at a
reasonable rate...I went into another chamber...His employment from his
first coming into the Academy, was an operation to reduce human
excrement to its original food, by separating the several parts, removing
the tincture which it receives from the gall, making the odour exhale, and
scumming off the saliva. He had a weekly allowance from the Society, of
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a vessel filled with human ordure, about the bigness of a Bristol barrel.
(170-1)

The absurdity of it all is apparent. All these endeavors are obviously dead ends,
weighing air, extracting sunlight from a cucumber, and reversing the digestion process.
But, how is a new age of science supposed to now its limits, except through trial and
error? Anyone living today would know these things are impossible, but an 18™ century
virtuoso had no clue.

It could be that Swift is satirizing the common sense of his contemporaries in the
sciences. More likely however, he is demonstrating the extent to which faith is also
invested in science and reason. The two are not as distant and incompatible as the
enlightenment would like to tell us, and may in fact be inseparable. The Academies of
Balnibari believe they are able to bring sunshine into the world by a new means and
recycle their food for greater agricultural efficiency. They have put their faith and hope
in both of these processes, as well as science and reason to guide their world.

With this in mind, the enlightenment can be seen as a period that placed its faith
in reason. Through its knowledge and explorations, it acquired sound and coherent
explanations. Coming to an understanding of the world, it deduced that reason, in the
form of discovery, is greater than faith in a natural order because it reveals the ways of
God to men, which consequently excluded Him from the working model of the universe
by allowing no room for the traditional concept of faith. Though, if one grounds his
beliefs on science, he is necessarily putting faith into that science. A clear example of
this point is the way that staunch Darwinists often appear as religious minded as many of

the most boisterous denominations. Where one formulates his convictions, there he puts
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