
Johnson The Vanity Of Human Wishes

Johnson the Vanity of Human Wishes is a profound exploration of human desires and the futility that often
accompanies them. Written by Samuel Johnson in 1749, this poem serves as a poignant reflection on the nature
of human ambition, the inevitability of suffering, and the ultimate futility of seeking happiness through worldly
pursuits. In this article, we will delve into the themes, structure, and historical context of Johnson's work, as
well as its lasting impact on literature and philosophy.

Historical Context

The Age of Enlightenment

The period during which Johnson wrote "The Vanity of Human Wishes" was marked by the Age of Enlightenment,
a time characterized by an emphasis on reason, science, and individualism. Philosophers and writers sought to



understand the human condition and the moral implications of human actions. Johnson, however, took a more
skeptical view of human nature and its aspirations, emphasizing the transient nature of human achievements.

Johnson’s Life and Influence

Samuel Johnson was a prominent literary figure of the 18th century, best known for his contributions to
English literature, including his dictionary and various essays. His life was marked by struggle and personal
adversity, including poverty and health issues. These experiences deeply influenced his worldview and his
writings. "The Vanity of Human Wishes" reflects Johnson's own contemplations on the meaning of life and the
often disappointing outcomes of human endeavors.

Structure and Style

Poetic Form

"The Vanity of Human Wishes" is written in the form of a rhymed couplet, employing a heroic couplet scheme
that consists of pairs of rhyming lines in iambic pentameter. This structure lends a rhythmic quality to the
poem, enhancing its philosophical discourse. The poem is inspired by Juvenal’s Tenth Satire, which similarly
examines the futility of human aspirations.

Use of Imagery and Symbolism

Johnson utilizes rich imagery and symbolism throughout the poem to illustrate the transient nature of human
desires. Some key images include:

- Wealth and Power: Johnson critiques the pursuit of wealth, portraying it as a source of anxiety rather than
happiness.
- Fame: The desire for fame is depicted as ephemeral, highlighting how quickly public opinion can change.
- Love and Relationships: The poem suggests that romantic love, while desirable, can lead to heartbreak and
disappointment.

Themes of the Poem

The Futility of Human Ambition

At its core, "The Vanity of Human Wishes" conveys the idea that human ambition is ultimately futile. Johnson
argues that regardless of how hard individuals strive for success, happiness often eludes them. This theme
resonates throughout the poem, as each desire leads to an eventual disillusionment.

- Examples of Futility:
- The desire for wealth often leads to greed and anxiety.
- The quest for power can result in tyranny and isolation.



The Inevitability of Suffering

Johnson emphasizes that suffering is an inherent part of the human experience. No matter the heights to which one
may rise, suffering is a universal truth that cannot be escaped. This theme serves to ground the poem in reality
and reflects Johnson's belief in the limitations of human control over fate.

- Suffering in Different Forms:
- Physical suffering due to illness or injury.
- Emotional suffering stemming from loss or betrayal.
- Existential suffering derived from the search for meaning.

The Limits of Human Knowledge

Another significant theme is the limitation of human knowledge and understanding. Johnson suggests that humans
often pursue goals without fully comprehending the consequences. This lack of foresight can lead to misguided
pursuits and eventual regret.

- Examples of Misguided Pursuits:
- The pursuit of scientific knowledge without ethical considerations.
- The quest for political power without understanding its impact on society.

Analysis of Key Passages

Opening Lines

The poem begins with a powerful reflection on human wishes, setting the tone for the rest of the work. Johnson
writes about how humans are often consumed by their desires, which leads to disappointment. This opening
establishes the central theme of vanity.

Imagery of Fate

As the poem progresses, Johnson uses the imagery of fate and divine intervention to illustrate how human
efforts can be thwarted by forces beyond control. The inevitability of fate serves as a reminder that human
beings are not the masters of their own destinies.

Conclusion and Reflection

The closing lines of the poem bring the reader back to the central idea of vanity. Johnson ultimately calls for
humility in the face of human limitations. The poem ends on a somber note, urging readers to reflect on the true
nature of happiness and the futility of their desires.

Impact and Legacy



Influence on Literature

"The Vanity of Human Wishes" has had a lasting impact on literature, influencing subsequent poets and writers
who grappled with similar themes. The poem's exploration of the human condition resonates in works by authors
such as William Wordsworth, John Keats, and even contemporary writers who address the complexities of
ambition and desire.

Philosophical Implications

Beyond its literary significance, Johnson's work has philosophical implications that continue to be relevant
today. The exploration of human ambition, suffering, and the search for meaning raises questions about the
nature of happiness and the moral considerations of our pursuits.

- Key Philosophical Questions:
- What is the true source of happiness?
- How should we navigate our desires in a world filled with uncertainty?
- Is the pursuit of ambition worth the potential for suffering and disappointment?

Conclusion

In conclusion, Johnson the Vanity of Human Wishes serves as a timeless meditation on the complexities of human
desire and the inevitable suffering that accompanies it. Through its rich imagery, profound themes, and reflective
tone, the poem invites readers to confront the futility of their ambitions and the limitations of their
understanding. Johnson's insights remain relevant, encouraging a deeper contemplation of what it means to
pursue a meaningful life in the face of inevitable challenges. The legacy of this work continues to inspire
dialogue in both literary and philosophical contexts, affirming its place as a cornerstone of Enlightenment
thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Vanity of Human Wishes' by Samuel Johnson?
The main theme of 'The Vanity of Human Wishes' is the futility of human desires and aspirations, illustrating
how the pursuit of wealth, power, and fame often leads to disappointment and despair.

How does Johnson use imagery in 'The Vanity of Human Wishes'?
Johnson employs vivid imagery to depict the transient nature of human achievements and the inevitable decline
that follows, highlighting the contrast between earthly pursuits and spiritual fulfillment.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Vanity of Human Wishes'?
Prominent literary devices in 'The Vanity of Human Wishes' include satire, allusion, and moral reflection, which
Johnson uses to critique human behavior and societal values.

In what ways does Johnson's poem reflect Enlightenment ideals?
The poem reflects Enlightenment ideals through its rational examination of human nature, the use of reason to
critique emotional impulses, and its exploration of moral philosophy.



How does Johnson address the concept of fate in 'The Vanity of Human
Wishes'?
Johnson addresses fate by suggesting that despite human efforts to control their destinies, individuals are
ultimately subject to the whims of fortune and the inescapable realities of life.

What role does the figure of the 'fool' play in the poem?
The figure of the 'fool' represents those who naively chase after superficial desires, serving as a cautionary
example of the consequences of ignoring deeper truths about life and happiness.

What historical context influenced 'The Vanity of Human Wishes'?
The historical context includes the rise of capitalism, social mobility, and the disillusionment with traditional
values in 18th-century England, which prompted a reevaluation of what constitutes true success.

How does Johnson's poem compare to other works of the time in its
treatment of human ambition?
Compared to other works of the time, Johnson's poem is more critical and introspective, often contrasting with
the more optimistic views on human ambition found in Romantic poetry.

What is the significance of the final lines of 'The Vanity of Human Wishes'?
The final lines emphasize the inevitability of suffering and the transient nature of human accomplishments,
reinforcing the poem's overarching message about the limitations of human desires.

How has 'The Vanity of Human Wishes' influenced modern literature?
The poem has influenced modern literature by inspiring themes of existentialism and the critique of materialism,
encouraging contemporary writers to explore the complexities of human motivation and fulfillment.
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John 起源于《新约圣经》里的人物 John the Baptist （基督教和合本译为 施洗约翰，天主教译为 圣若翰洗者）。施洗约翰在约旦河中为人施洗礼，劝人悔改，是基督教的先
行者，为耶稣宣讲 …
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埃尔文·约翰逊（Earvin Johnson），1959年8月14日出生于美国密歇根州兰辛，前美国职业篮球运动员，教练员、解说员以及商人，司职控球后卫，绰号“魔术师”
（Magic），现任洛杉矶湖人 …

请问塞缪尔·约翰逊 (Samuel Johnson)有什么值得阅读的书籍?
In Johnson’s narrative, Rasselas, son of the King of Abyssinia, modern-day Ethiopia, is forced to
remain in a beautiful valley until the order of succession should make him King. He grows …

Perfect 2 Week Japan Itinerary For First Time Visitors 2025
Feb 19, 2019 · The perfect two week Japan itinerary for first time visitors. Travel from Tokyo to
Kyoto, Osaka, Nara and back to Tokyo. Visit the main highlights and experience Japan the …

How to Spend TWO WEEKS in Japan: 14-Day Itinerary
This two-week Japan Itinerary stops in Tokyo, Kyoto, Hiroshima, and Osaka and includes top sights,
tours, day trips, hotels, & travel info!

2 Week Japan Itinerary 2025: First Timer Guide to "Blend In"
Jun 2, 2025 · Spending 2 weeks in Japan in 2025? Expert's two week Japan itinerary details Tokyo,
Kyoto, Osaka, Mt Fuji, Hiroshima & spots to avoid crowds!

2 Weeks Itinerary in Japan: For First Timers - Japan Web …
Mar 21, 2017 · A perfect itinerary in Japan for 2 weeks including the best highlights of the country:
Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka and Hiroshima. This 2 weeks itinerary is recommended for first time …

2 Week Japan Itinerary: See the Best of Tokyo, Kyoto, & Osaka
May 27, 2024 · This two-week Japan itinerary covers some of this island nation’s most popular
destinations including Tokyo, Kyoto, and Osaka, with day trips to Nara, Hiroshima, and …

The Perfect Two Week Japan Itinerary: Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, …
Apr 11, 2024 · My two week trip through Japan visiting the main cities (Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka) and the
island of Ishigaki in Okinawa



Two Weeks in Japan: A Super Efficient Itinerary for 2025
May 29, 2025 · This ambitious (and effective) itinerary for 2 weeks in Japan is perfect for cherry
blossom season (or any season!), and mixes classic experiences with off-beat adventures! …

2 Weeks in Japan Itinerary for First-Time Visitors - Curious Travel …
Jan 23, 2025 · With everything from bowing deer to digital art, delicious food, and enchanting
architecture, Japan has something for everyone. This two-week itinerary focuses on the …

Ultimate Japan Itinerary: 2 Weeks in Tokyo, Kyoto & Osaka for …
May 19, 2025 · Japan is a country where ancient shrines meet high-tech streets — and for first-
timers, Tokyo, Kyoto, and Osaka are the perfect trio to experience it all. From neon nights and …

Best Japan 2 Week Itinerary: Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka & Beyond
May 17, 2025 · Plan your perfect 2-week Japan trip! Explore Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, and beyond with
this ultimate itinerary for first-time visitors.

The Ultimate 2 Week Japan Itinerary: Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, and …
Planning a 2 week Japan itinerary can feel overwhelming—but it doesn’t have to be. From ancient
temples and peaceful mountain monasteries to neon-lit cityscapes and floating shrines, this …

2 Weeks in Japan – Perfect Travel Itinerary for First-Timers
Oct 8, 2024 · How to spend 2 weeks in Japan. This travel itinerary is designed for you to get the most
from your trip. Includes Osaka, Hiroshima, Kyoto & Tokyo.

Explore Johnson's "The Vanity of Human Wishes" and uncover its profound insights on human nature
and desires. Discover how this timeless work reflects our struggles.
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