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“An Essay On Man” : Questioning Human Nature, Society, and Morality 

 “Awake, my St. John! leave all meaner things/To low ambition, and the pride of 

 kings./Let us (since life can little more supply/Than just to look about us and to 

 die)/Expatiate free o’er all this scene of man;/A mighty maze! but not without a plan;/A 

 wild, where weeds and flowers promiscuous shoot,/Or garden tempting with forbidden 

 fruit.”  – Alexander Pope in “An Essay on Man” (1-8) 

 

 

 In the above opening lines of Alexander Pope’s “An Essay on Man,” the poet brings forth 

an invocation and introduces the purpose of his work, which is to “vindicate the ways of God to 

man” (16).  Intended to discuss human nature, society, and morality, it was never completed.   

However, simply within these eight lines, Pope introduces the human condition, largely in 

relation to the divine, by using such language as “meaner,” “low,” “pride,” “expatiate,” “free,” 

“mighty,” “wild,” “promiscuous,” and “tempting.”  More specifically, the poet juxtaposes these 

words in a way that establishes concepts of inferiority versus superiority, freedom versus 

captivity, and power versus weakness – which in turn, addresses much about human nature, 

society, and morality – the intended content of the poem. 

 The poet begins by saying, “Awake, my St. John! leave all meaner things/To low 

ambition, and the pride of kings” (1).  The word “meaner” is the comparative form of the 

adjective “mean,” which according to the Oxford English Dictionary means “inferior in rank or 

quality; unpleasant; of low social status; spec. not of the nobility or gentry” (2a).  The poet then 

orders “St. John” to leave those “meaner things” to “low ambition,” low also being an adjective 
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that means “of inferior quality, character, or style; wanting in elevation, commonplace, mean” 

(6a).  In placing “meaner” and “low” so close to one another, the poet not only reiterates the 

inferiority of the common people to royalty, but he also subtly calls attention to the inferiority of 

all human beings to the divine, for “low” is also used in a moral sense, to mean “abject, base, or 

mean” (7a).  The word “pride” comes not far after “low,” and it is defined as “a high, especially 

an excessively high, opinion of one's own worth or importance which gives rise to a feeling or 

attitude of superiority over others; inordinate self-esteem” (1a).  However, pride is also defined 

as being “magnificence, splendour; pomp, ostentation, or display” – a meaning that fits well in 

this case, as the “pride” mentioned is belonging to a king, and “magnificence,” “splendor,” 

“pomp,” “ostentation,” and “display” are all characteristic of monarchs (6a).  Furthermore, given 

both of these definitions, the juxtaposition of words such as “meaner” and “low” with the word 

“pride” serve to highlight the chasm between the common and the nobility; the inferior and the 

superior – concepts which define much about society. 

 Related to this is also the idea of freedom versus captivity.  The poet orders the St. John 

whom he addresses to “expatiate free o’er all this scene of man/A mighty maze! but not without 

a plan” (5-6).  The word “expatiate” is a verb, defined as “to walk about at large, to roam without 

restraint; to move about freely in space, wander at will” (1a).  The very next word that the poet 

uses is “free,” which has multiple applicable definitions.  In this case, it is used as an adjective, 

meaning “in a free manner” (C1).  The word “free,” in its adjective form, means “not or no 

longer in servitude or subjection to another; having personal, social, and political rights as a 

member of a society or state” (1a).  It is also used to signify that it is “allowable or permissible to 

or for a person to do something” (10a).  The word “free” is already implied in the definition of 

“expatiate.”  Therefore, in placing it after “expatiate,” the poet intends for the reader to notice the 
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significance of the concept of independence within his work that considers human nature, 

society, and morality – all of which depend upon a certain amount of freedom.  In any case, the 

opposite of freedom is captivity, and the poet emphasizes this point by using the words 

“expatiate” and “free” back-to-back.   

Furthermore, he goes on to use the word “wild” in line seven, saying, “A wild, where 

weeds and flowers promiscuous shoot.”  Being used as a noun in this case, the word “wild” 

means “a region or tract of uncultivated and uninhabited land” (3a).  This also bears connotations 

of freedom, as the land in question remains liberated of cultivation and habitation.  Also, in the 

same line the poet uses the word “promiscuous,” which means, “done or applied with no regard 

for method, order, etc.; random, indiscriminate, unsystematic” (1a).  This word also implies that 

freedom exists, as when something is deemed “promiscuous,” it is not fettered by convention or 

pattern, but rather left uncontrolled to do as it would.  The poet refers to the garden as being a 

“promiscuous” “wild,” but in doing so, he also makes a statement concerning an inability to 

ensnare humanity in shackles of servitude (literal or proverbial), as well as the unbound nature of 

morality and society itself. 

Perhaps most encompassing of human nature, morality, and society is the poem’s 

insinuating discourse on power versus weakness.  In line six, the poet refers to the earth (Eden, in 

specific) as being “a mighty maze!”  The adjective “mighty” means “possessing might or power; 

powerful, potent, strong. Frequently rhetorical, connoting a pre-eminent or imposing degree of 

power” (1).  The poet continues to line eight, referring to the garden as “tempting,” also.  When 

something is tempting, it means that it is “seductive, attractive, alluring, or inviting” (2).  

Furthermore, temptation denotes the presence of weakness.  Therefore, part of the garden’s 

strength, or “might,” is its ability to bring about that temptation.  A huge component of morality 
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is the concept of power versus weakness.  Either humans possess the power to avoid temptation, 

or temptation has to power to bring about weakness in the physical, spiritual, and/or emotional 

being.  In characterizing the garden as both “mighty” and “tempting,” the poet makes a statement 

about the relationship between power and weakness. 

The intended topics that Alexander Pope set out to explore in his work “An Essay On 

Man” – human nature, morality, and society – are debated masterfully simply within the first 

eight lines.  Close analysis of the poet’s word choice reveals a rich discourse of many important 

ideas that are fundamental in understanding the all of those things.  In juxtaposing words such as 

“meaner,” “low,” and “pride,” “expatiate,” “free,” “wild,” and “promiscuous,” and “mighty” and 

tempting,” the poet establishes awareness of the gaps between the inferior and the superior, the 

free and the captive, and the powerful and the weak.  By doing so, he gives the reader the 

opportunity to participate in questioning human nature, morality, and society, while also 

conveying the intended issues that the entire work will discuss. 

 

 

 


