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ANAXIMANDER

Frag m e n ts

Translated by John Burnet

A
naximander of Miletos, son of Praxiades, a fellow-citizen and
associate of Thales, said that the material cause and first element of
things was the unbounded aperion, he being the first to introduce

this name for the material cause. He says it is neither water nor any other of the
so-called elements, but a substance different from them, which is unbounded,
from which arise all the heavens and the worlds within them. And into that from
which things take their rise they pass away once more, “as is ordained; for they
make reparation and satisfaction to one another for their injustice according to
the appointed time,” as he says in these somewhat poetical terms.

He says that the earth is cylindrical in form, and that its depth is as a third
part of its breadth. He says that something capable of begetting hot and cold was
separated off from the eternal at the origin of this world. From this arose a sphere
of flame which grew round the air encircling the earth, as the bark grows round a
tree. When this was torn off and enclosed in certain rings, the sun, moon, and
stars came into existence.

He says that this is eternal and ageless, and that it encompasses all the
worlds.

And besides this, there was an eternal motion, in the course of which was
brought about the origin of the worlds. The earth swings free, held in its place by
nothing. It stays where it is because of its equal distance from everything. Its
shape is convex and round, and like a stone pillar. We are on one of the surfaces,
and the other is on the opposite side. The heavenly bodies are wheels of fire sepa-
rated off from the fire which encircles the world, and enclosed in air. And they
have breathing-holes, certain pipe-like passages at which the heavenly bodies are
seen. For this reason, too, when the breathing-holes are stopped, eclipses occur.
And the moon appears now to wax and now to wane because of the stopping and
opening of the passages. The circle of the sun is twenty-seven times that of the
earth, while that of the moon is eighteen times as large. The sun is highest of all,
and lowest are the wheels of the fixed stars. Living creatures arose from the moist

1



element as it was evaporated by the sun. Man was like another animal, namely, a
fish, in the beginning.

Rain was produced by the moisture drawn up from the earth by the sun.

Further, there cannot be a single, simple body which is unbounded, either,
as some hold, one distinct from the elements, which they then derive from it, nor
without this qualification. For there are some who make this (i.e. a body distinct
from the elements) the infinite, and not air or water, in order that the other things
may not be destroyed by their boundlessness. They are in opposition one to
another— air is cold, water moist, and fire hot—and therefore, if any one of them
were unbounded, the rest would have ceased to be by this time. Accordingly they
say that is unbounded is something other than the elements, and from it the
element arise.

Anaximander said the stars were hoop-like compressions of air, full of fire,
breathing out flames at a certain point from orifices. The sun was highest of all,
after it came the moon, and below these the fixed stars and the planets.

Anaximander said the sun was a ring twenty-eight times the size of the
earth, like a cart-wheel with the felloe hollow and full of fire, showing the fire at a
certain point, as if through the nozzle of a pair of bellows.

Anaximander held that thunder and lightning were caused by the blast.
When it is shut up in a thick cloud and bursts forth with violence, then the break-
age of the cloud makes the noise, and the rift gives the appearance of a flash by
contrast with the darkness of the cloud.

Anaximander held that wind was a current of air which arose when its
finest and moistest particles were set in motion or dissolved by the sun.

The sea is what is left of the original moisture. The fire has dried up most
of it and turned the rest salt by scorching it.

The first animals were produced in the moisture, each enclosed in a
prickly bark. As they advanced in age, they came out upon the drier part. When
the bark broke off, they survived for a short time.

He declares that at first human beings arose in the inside of fishes, and
after having been reared like sharks, and become capable of protecting
themselves, they were finally cast ashore and took to land.
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XENOPHANES

Frag m e n ts

Translated by John Burnet

1

N
ow is the floor clean, and the hands and cups of all; one sets
twisted garlands on our heads, another hands us fragrant oint-
ment on a salver. The mixing bowl stands ready, full of gladness,

and there is more wine at hand that promises never to leave us in the lurch, soft
and smelling of flowers in the jars. In the midst the frankincense sends up its holy
scent, and there is cold water, sweet and clean. Brown loaves are set before us and
a lordly table laden with cheese and rich honey. The altar in the midst is clustered
round with flowers; song and revel fill the halls.

But first it is meet that men should hymn the god with joy, with holy tales
and pure words; then after libation and prayer made that we may have strength to
do right—for that is in truth the first thing to do—no sin is it to drink as much as
a man can take and get home without an attendant, so he be not stricken in years.
And of all men is he to be praised who after drinking gives goodly proof of him-
self in the trial of skill, as memory and strength will serve him. Let him not sing of
Titans and Giants—those fictions of the men of old—nor of turbulent civil broils
in which is no good thing at all; but to give heedful reverence to the gods is ever
good.

2
What if a man win victory in swiftness of foot, or in the pentathlon, at

Olympia, where is the precinct of Zeus by Pisa's springs, or in wrestling—what if
by cruel boxing or that fearful sport men call pankration [all-out wrestling] he
become more glorious in the citizens’ eyes, and win a place of honour in the sight
of all at the games, his food at the public cost from the State, and a gift to be an
heirloom for him— what if he conquer in the chariot-race—he will not deserve
all this for his portion so much as I do. Far better is our wisdom than the strength
of men and of horses! These are but thoughtless judgments, nor is it fitting to set
strength before wisdom. Even if there arise a mighty boxer among a people, or
one great in the pentathlon or at wrestling, or one excelling in swiftness of foot—
and that stands in honour before all tasks of men at the games—the city would be
none the better governed for that. It is but little joy a city gets of it if a man
conquer at the games by Pisa's banks; it is not this that makes fat the store-houses
of a city.  . . . 

11
Homer and Hesiod have ascribed to the gods all things that are a shame

and a disgrace among mortals, stealing and adultery and deceiving one another.
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Xenophanes ~ Fragments

14
But mortals deem that the gods are begotten as they are, and have clothes

like theirs, and voice and form.
15

Yes, and if oxen and horses or lions had hands, and could paint with their
hands, and produce works of art as men do, horses would paint the forms of the
gods like horses, and oxen like oxen, and make their bodies in the image of their
several kinds.

16
The Ethiopians make their gods black and snub-nosed; the Thracians say

theirs have blue eyes and red hair.

18
The gods have not revealed all things to men from the beginning, but by

seeking people find in time what is better.

23
              One god, the greatest among gods and men, neither in form like unto
mortals nor in thought.

24
He sees all over, thinks all over, and hears all over.

25
But without toil he moves all things by the thought of his mind.

26
And he abides ever in the selfsame place, moving not at all; nor does it

befit him to go about now hither now thither.
27

All things come from the earth, and in earth all things end.

29
All things are earth and water that come into being and grow.

32
She that they call Iris [a rainbow] is a cloud likewise, purple, scarlet and

green to behold.
33

For we all are born of earth and water.

34
There never was nor will be a man who has certain knowledge about the

gods and about all the things I speak of. Even if he should chance to say the com-
plete truth, yet he himself knows not that it is so. But all may have their fancy.
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HERACLITUS

Frag m e n ts

Translated by John Burnet

1

I
t is wise to hearken, not to me, but to the Logos, and to confess that all
things are one.

2
Though this Logos is true evermore, yet men are as unable to understand it

when they hear it for the first time as before they have heard it at all. For, though
all things come to pass in accordance with this Logos, men seem as if they had no
experience of them, when they make trial of words and deeds such as I set forth,
dividing each thing according to its kind and showing how it truly is. But other
men know not what they are doing when awake, even as they forget what they do
in sleep.

3
Fools when they do hear are like the deaf: of them does the saying bear

witness that they are absent when present.

4
Eyes and ears are bad witnesses to men if they have souls that understand

not their language.

5
The many do not take heed of such things as those they meet with, nor

do they mark them when they are taught, though they think they do.

6
Knowing not how to listen nor how to speak.

7
      If you do not expect the unexpected, you will not find it; for it is hard to be
sought out and difficult.

8
Those who seek for gold dig up much earth and find a little.
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Heraclitus ~ Fragments

10
Nature loves to hide.

11
The lord whose is the oracle at Delphi neither utters nor hides his

meaning, but shows it by a sign.

13
The things that can be seen, heard, and learned are what I prize the most.

15
The eyes are more exact witnesses than the ears.

16
The learning of many things teacheth not understanding, else would it

have taught Hesiod and Pythagoras, and again Xenophanes and Hekataios.

17
Pythagoras, son of Mnesarchos, practised scientific inquiry beyond all

other men, and making a selection of these writings, claimed for his own wisdom
what was but a knowledge of many things and an imposture.

18
Of all whose discourses I have heard, there is not one who attains to

understanding that wisdom is apart from all.

19
       Wisdom is one thing. It is to know the thought by which all things are
steered through all things.

20
This world, which is the same for all, no one of gods or men has made;

but it was ever, is now, and ever shall be an ever-living Fire, with measures of it
kindling, and measures going out.

21
The transformations of Fire are, first of all, sea; and half of the sea is

earth, half whirlwind.

22
All things are an exchange for Fire, and Fire for all things, even as wares

for gold and gold for wares.
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Heraclitus ~ Fragments

23
It becomes liquid sea, and is measured by the same tale as before it

became earth.

24
Fire is want and surfeit.

25
Fire lives the death of air, and air lives the death of fire; water lives the

death of earth, earth that of water.

26
Fire in its advance will judge and convict all things.

27
How can one hide from that which never sets?

28
It is the thunderbolt that steers the course of all things.

35
Hesiod is most men’s teacher. Men are sure he knew very many things, a

man who did not know day or night! They are one.

41
You cannot step twice into the same rivers; for fresh waters are ever

flowing in upon you.

43
Homer was wrong in saying: “Would that strife might perish from among

gods and men!” He did not see that he was praying for the destruction of the
universe; for, if his prayer were heard, all things would pass away.

44
War is the father of all and the king of all; and some he has made gods and

some men, some bond and some free.

45
Men do not know how what is at variance agrees with itself. It is an

attunement of opposite tensions, like that of the bow and the lyre. 

49
Men who love wisdom must be acquainted with very many things indeed.
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Heraclitus ~ Fragments

51
             Asses would rather have straw than gold. Oxen are happy when they find
bitter vetches to eat.

52
The sea is the purest and the impurest water. Fish can drink it, and it is

good for them; to men it is undrinkable and destructive.

57
Good and ill are one.

59
Couples are things whole and things not whole, what is drawn together

and what is drawn asunder, the harmonious and the discordant. The one is made
up of all things, and all things issue from the one.

61
          To God all things are fair and good and right, but men hold some things
wrong and some right.

62
We must know that war is common to all and strife is justice, and that all

things come into being and pass away through strife.

64
All the things we see when awake are death, even as all we see in slumber

are sleep.

65
The wise is one only. It is unwilling and willing to be called by the name of

Zeus.

67
Mortals are immortals and immortals are mortals, the one living the

others’ death and dying the others’ life.

69
The way up and the way down is one and the same.

70
In the circumference of a circle the beginning and end are common.

71
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Heraclitus ~ Fragments

You will not find the boundaries of soul by traveling in any direction, so
deep is the measure of it.

78
And it is the same thing in us that is quick and dead, awake and asleep,

young and old; the former are shifted and become the latter, and the latter in turn
are shifted and become the former.

79
Time is a child playing draughts, the kingly power is a child’s.

80
I have sought for myself.

91
Thought is common to all. Those who speak with understanding must

hold fast to what is common to all as a city holds fast to its law, and even more
strongly. For all human laws are fed by the one divine law. It prevails as much as it
will, and suffices for all things with something to spare.

92
So we must follow the common, yet though the Logos is common, the

many live as if they had a wisdom of their own.

93
They are estranged from that with which they have most constant

intercourse.

94
It is not meet to act and speak like men asleep.

95
             The waking have one common world, but the sleeping turn aside each
into a world of his own.

96
The way of man has no wisdom, but that of God has.

97
Man is called a baby by God, even as a child by a man.

98
      The wisest man is an ape compared to God, just as the most beautiful ape is
ugly compared to man.
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Heraclitus ~ Fragments

100
The people must fight for its law as for its walls.

103
Wantonness needs putting out, even more than a house on fire.

111
For what thought or wisdom have they? They follow the poets and take

the crowd as their teacher, knowing not that there are many bad and few good.
For even the best of them choose one thing above all others, immortal glory
among mortals, while most of them are glutted like beasts.

113
One is ten thousand to me, if he be the best.

115
Dogs bark at every one they do not know.

118
The most esteemed of them knows but fancies, and holds fast to them,

yet of a truth justice shall overtake the artificers of lies and the false witnesses.

119
Homer should be turned out of the lists and whipped, and Archilochos

likewise.

120
One day is like any other.

121
Man’s character is his fate.

122
There awaits men when they die such things as they look not for nor

dream of.
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PARMENIDES

Frag m e n ts

Translated by John Burnet

1

T
he steeds that bear me carried me as far as ever my heart Desired,
since they brought me and set me on the renowned Way of the
goddess, who with her own hands conducts the man who knows

through all things. On what way was I borne along; for on it did the wise steeds
carry me, drawing my car, and maidens showed the way. And the axle, glowing in
the socket—for it was urged round by the whirling wheels at each end—gave
forth a sound as of a pipe, when the daughters of the Sun, hasting to convey me
into the light, threw back their veils from off their faces and left the abode of
Night.

There are the gates of the ways of Night and Day, fitted above with a
lintel and below with a threshold of stone. They themselves, high in the air, are
closed by mighty doors, and Avenging Justice keeps the keys that open them. Her
did the maidens entreat with gentle words and skillfully persuade to unfasten
without demur the bolted bars from the gates. Then, when the doors were
thrown back, they disclosed a wide opening, when their brazen hinges swung
backwards in the sockets fastened with rivets and nails.

Straight through them, on the broad way, did the maidens guide the
horses and the car, and the goddess greeted me kindly, and took my right hand in
hers, and spake to me these words: Welcome, noble youth, that comest to my
abode on the car that bears thee tended by immortal charioteers! It is no ill
chance, but justice and right that has sent thee forth to travel on this way. Far,
indeed, does it lie from the beaten track of men! Meet it is that thou shouldst
learn all things, as well the unshaken heart of persuasive truth, as the opinions of
mortals in which is no true belief at all. Yet none the less shalt thou learn of these
things also, since thou must judge approvedly of the things that seem to men as
thou goest through all things in thy journey.

2
Come now, I will tell thee—and do thou hearken to my saying and carry it

away—the only two ways of search that can be thought of. The first, namely, that
It is, and that it is impossible for anything not to be, is the way of conviction, for

11



Parmenides ~ Fragments

truth is its companion. The other, namely, that It is not, and that something must
needs not be,—that, I tell thee, is a wholly untrustworthy path. For you cannot
know what is not—that is impossible—nor utter it.

3
For it is the same thing that can be thought and that can be.

4
It needs must be that what can be thought and spoken of is; for it is possi-

ble for it to be, and it is not possible for, what is nothing to be. This is what I bid
thee ponder. I hold thee back from this first way of inquiry, and from this other
also, upon which mortals knowing naught wander in two minds; for hesitation
guides the wandering thought in their breasts, so that they are borne along stupe-
fied like men deaf and blind. Undiscerning crowds, in whose eyes the same thing
and not the same is and is not, and all things travel in opposite directions!

7
For this shall never be proved, that the things that are not are; and do

thou restrain thy thought from this way of inquiry. Nor let habit force thee to cast
a wandering eye upon this devious track, or to turn thither thy resounding ear or
thy tongue; but do thou judge the subtle refutation of their discourse uttered by
me.

8
One path only is left for us to speak of, namely, that It is. In it are very

many tokens that what is, is uncreated and indestructible, alone, complete, im-
movable and without end. Nor was it ever, nor will it be; for now it is, all at once,
a continuous one. For what kind of origin for it. will you look for? In what way
and from what source could it have drawn its increase? I shall not let thee say nor
think that it came from what is not; for it can neither be thought nor uttered that
what is not is. And, if it came from nothing, what need could have made it arise
later rather than sooner? Therefore must it either be altogether or be not at all.

Nor will the force of truth suffer aught to arise besides itself from that
which in any way is. Wherefore, Justice does not loose her fetters and let anything
come into being or pass away, but holds it fast. "Is it or is it not?" Surely it is
adjudged, as it needs must be, that we are to set aside the one way as unthinkable
and nameless (for it is no true way), and that the other path is real and true.

How, then, can what is be going to be in the future? Or how could it
come into being? If it came into being, it is not; nor is it if it is going to be in the
future. Thus is becoming extinguished and passing away not to be heard of.

Nor is it divisible, since it is all alike, and there is no more of it in one
place than in another, to hinder it from holding together, nor less of it, but every-
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Parmenides ~ Fragments

thing is full of what is. Wherefore all holds together; for what is; is in contact with
what is.

Moreover, it is immovable in the bonds of mighty chains, without begin-
ning and without end; since coming into being and passing away have been driven
afar, and true belief has cast them away. It is the same, and it rests in the self-same
place, abiding in itself. And thus it remaineth constant in its place; for hard neces-
sity keeps it in the bonds of the limit that holds it fast on every side. Wherefore it
is not permitted to what is to be infinite; for it is in need of nothing; while, if it
were infinite, it would stand in need of everything.

It is the same thing that can be thought and for the sake of which the
thought exists; for you cannot find thought without something that is, to which it
is betrothed. And there is not, and never shall be, any time other, than that which
is present, since fate has chained it so as to be whole and immovable.

Wherefore all these things are but the names which mortals have given,
believing them, to be true—coming into being and passing away, being and not
being, change of place and alteration of bright colour.

Where, then, it has its farthest boundary, it is complete on every side,
equally poised from the centre in every direction, like the mass of a rounded
sphere; for it cannot be greater or smaller in one place than in another. For there
is nothing which is not that could keep it from reaching out equally, nor is it pos-
sible that there should be more of what is in this place and less in that, since it is
all inviolable. For, since it is equal in all directions, it is equally confined within
limits.

Here shall I close my trustworthy speech and thought about the truth.
Henceforward learn the opinions of mortals, giving ear to the deceptive ordering
of my words. Mortals have settled in their minds to speak of two forms, one of
which they should have left out, and that is where they go astray from the truth.

They have assigned an opposite substance to each, and marks distinct
from one another. To the one they allot the fire of heaven, light, thin, in every
direction the same as itself, but not the same as the other. The other is opposite
to it, dark night, a compact and heavy body.

Of these I tell thee the whole arrangement as it seems to men, in order
that no mortal may surpass thee in knowledge. 
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DEMOCRITUS

Frag m e n ts

O
ne must learn by this rule that man is severed from reality.

We know nothing about anything really, but opinion is for all individuals
an inflowing (of the atoms).

It will be obvious that it is impossible to understand how in reality each
thing is.

Sweet exists by convention, bitter by convention, colour by convention;
atoms and void (alone) exist in reality. We know nothing accurately in reality, but
(only) as it changes according to the bodily condition, and the constitution of
those things that flow upon (the body) and impinge upon it.

It has often been demonstrated that we do not grasp how each thing is or
is not.

There are two sorts of knowledge, one genuine, one dark. To the latter
belong all the following: sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. The real is separated
from this. When the dark can do no more—neither see more minutely, nor hear,
nor smell, nor taste, nor perceive by touch—and a finer investigation is needed,
then the genuine comes in as having a tool for distinguishing more finely.

Medicine heals diseases of the body, wisdom frees the soul from passions.

Nature and instruction are similar; for instruction transforms the man, and
in transforming, creates his nature.

Man is a universe in little (microcosm).

We know nothing in reality; for truth lies in an abyss.

I would rather discover one cause than gain the kingdom of Persia.

Men have fashioned an image of Chance as an excuse for their own
stupidity. For Chance rarely conflicts with Intelligence, and most things in life can
be set in order by an intelligent sharpsightedness.

Reply of the senses to Intellect: ‘Miserable Mind, you get your evidence
from us, and do you try to overthrow us? The overthrow will be your downfall’.

Void exists just as much as Being.
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P L A T O

E u  t h  y  p  h  r o

Translated by Benjamin Jowett

PERSONS OF THE DIALOGUE: Socrates, Euthyphro.
THE SETTING: The Porch of the King Archon.

E
UTHYPHRO: Why have you left the Lyceum, Socrates? and what
are you doing in the Porch of the King Archon? Surely you cannot
be concerned in a suit before the King, like myself?

SOCRATES: Not in a suit, Euthyphro; impeachment is the word which
the Athenians use.

EUTHYPHRO: What! I suppose that some one has been prosecuting
you, for I cannot believe that you are the prosecutor of another.

SOCRATES: Certainly not.
EUTHYPHRO: Then some one else has been prosecuting you?
SOCRATES: Yes.
EUTHYPHRO: And who is he?
SOCRATES: A young man who is little known, Euthyphro; and I hardly

know him: his name is Meletus, and he is of the deme of Pitthis. Perhaps you may
remember his appearance; he has a beak, and long straight hair, and a beard which
is ill grown.

EUTHYPHRO: No, I do not remember him, Socrates. But what is the
charge which he brings against you?

SOCRATES: What is the charge? Well, a very serious charge, which shows
a good deal of character in the young man, and for which he is certainly not to be
despised. He says he knows how the youth are corrupted and who are their
corruptors. I fancy that he must be a wise man, and seeing that I am the reverse
of a wise man, he has found me out, and is going to accuse me of corrupting his
young friends. And of this our mother the state is to be the judge. Of all our
political men he is the only one who seems to me to begin in the right way, with
the cultivation of virtue in youth; like a good husbandman, he makes the young
shoots his first care, and clears away us who are the destroyers of them. This is
only the first step; he will afterwards attend to the elder branches; and if he goes
on as he has begun, he will be a very great public benefactor.
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Plato ~ Euthyphro

EUTHYPHRO: I hope that he may; but I rather fear, Socrates, that the
opposite will turn out to be the truth. My opinion is that in attacking you he is
simply aiming a blow at the foundation of the state. But in what way does he say
that you corrupt the young?

SOCRATES: He brings a wonderful accusation against me, which at first
hearing excites surprise: he says that I am a poet or maker of gods, and that I
invent new gods and deny the existence of old ones; this is the ground of his
indictment.

EUTHYPHRO: I understand, Socrates; he means to attack you about the
familiar sign which occasionally, as you say, comes to you. He thinks that you are
a neologian, and he is going to have you up before the court for this. He knows
that such a charge is readily received by the world, as I myself know too well; for
when I speak in the assembly about divine things, and foretell the future to them,
they laugh at me and think me a madman. Yet every word that I say is true. But
they are jealous of us all; and we must be brave and go at them.

SOCRATES: Their laughter, friend Euthyphro, is not a matter of much
consequence. For a man may be thought wise; but the Athenians, I suspect, do
not much trouble themselves about him until he begins to impart his wisdom to
others, and then for some reason or other, perhaps, as you say, from jealousy,
they are angry.

EUTHYPHRO: I am never likely to try their temper in this way.
SOCRATES: I dare say not, for you are reserved in your behaviour, and

seldom impart your wisdom. But I have a benevolent habit of pouring out myself
to everybody, and would even pay for a listener, and I am afraid that the
Athenians may think me too talkative. Now if, as I was saying, they would only
laugh at me, as you say that they laugh at you, the time might pass gaily enough in
the court; but perhaps they may be in earnest, and then what the end will be you
soothsayers only can predict.

EUTHYPHRO: I dare say that the affair will end in nothing, Socrates, and
that you will win your cause; and I think that I shall win my own.

SOCRATES: And what is your suit, Euthyphro? are you the pursuer or
the defendant?

EUTHYPHRO: I am the pursuer.
SOCRATES: Of whom?
EUTHYPHRO: You will think me mad when I tell you.
SOCRATES: Why, has the fugitive wings?
EUTHYPHRO: Nay, he is not very volatile at his time of life.
SOCRATES: Who is he?
EUTHYPHRO: My father.
SOCRATES: Your father! my good man?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And of what is he accused?
EUTHYPHRO: Of murder, Socrates.
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Plato ~ Euthyphro

SOCRATES: By the powers, Euthyphro! how little does the common
herd know of the nature of right and truth. A man must be an extraordinary man,
and have made great strides in wisdom, before he could have seen his way to
bring such an action.

EUTHYPHRO: Indeed, Socrates, he must.
SOCRATES: I suppose that the man whom your father murdered was

one of your relatives— clearly he was; for if he had been a stranger you would
never have thought of prosecuting him.

EUTHYPHRO: I am amused, Socrates, at your making a distinction
between one who is a relation and one who is not a relation; for surely the pollu-
tion is the same in either case, if you knowingly associate with the murderer when
you ought to clear yourself and him by proceeding against him. The real question
is whether the murdered man has been justly slain. If justly, then your duty is to
let the matter alone; but if unjustly, then even if the murderer lives under the same
roof with you and eats at the same table, proceed against him. Now the man who
is dead was a poor dependant of mine who worked for us as a field labourer on
our farm in Naxos, and one day in a fit of drunken passion he got into a quarrel
with one of our domestic servants and slew him. My father bound him hand and
foot and threw him into a ditch, and then sent to Athens to ask of a diviner what
he should do with him. Meanwhile he never attended to him and took no care
about him, for he regarded him as a murderer; and thought that no great harm
would be done even if he did die.

Now this was just what happened. For such was the effect of cold and
hunger and chains upon him, that before the messenger returned from the
diviner, he was dead. And my father and family are angry with me for taking the
part of the murderer and prosecuting my father. They say that he did not kill him,
and that if he did, the dead man was but a murderer, and I ought not to take any
notice, for that a son is impious who prosecutes a father. Which shows, Socrates,
how little they know what the gods think about piety and impiety.

SOCRATES: Good heavens, Euthyphro! and is your knowledge of
religion and of things pious and impious so very exact, that, supposing the
circumstances to be as you state them, you are not afraid lest you too may be
doing an impious thing in bringing an action against your father?

EUTHYPHRO: The best of Euthyphro, and that which distinguishes
him, Socrates, from other men, is his exact knowledge of all such matters. What
should I be good for without it?

SOCRATES: Rare friend! I think that I cannot do better than be your
disciple. Then before the trial with Meletus comes on I shall challenge him, and
say that I have always had a great interest in religious questions, and now, as he
charges me with rash imaginations and innovations in religion, I have become
your disciple. You, Meletus, as I shall say to him, acknowledge Euthyphro to be a
great theologian, and sound in his opinions; and if you approve of him you ought
to approve of me, and not have me into court; but if you disapprove, you should
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begin by indicting him who is my teacher, and who will be the ruin, not of the
young, but of the old; that is to say, of myself whom he instructs, and of his old
father whom he admonishes and chastises. And if Meletus refuses to listen to me,
but will go on, and will not shift the indictment from me to you, I cannot do
better than repeat this challenge in the court.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, indeed, Socrates; and if he attempts to indict me I
am mistaken if I do not find a flaw in him; the court shall have a great deal more
to say to him than to me.

SOCRATES: And I, my dear friend, knowing this, am desirous of becom-
ing your disciple. For I observe that no one appears to notice you—not even this
Meletus; but his sharp eyes have found me out at once, and he has indicted me
for impiety. And therefore, I adjure you to tell me the nature of piety and impiety,
which you said that you knew so well, and of murder, and of other offences
against the gods. What are they? Is not piety in every action always the same? and
impiety, again—is it not always the opposite of piety, and also the same with itself,
having, as impiety, one notion which includes whatever is impious?

EUTHYPHRO: To be sure, Socrates.
SOCRATES: And what is piety, and what is impiety?
EUTHYPHRO: Piety is doing as I am doing; that is to say, prosecuting

any one who is guilty of murder, sacrilege, or of any similar crime—whether he be
your father or mother, or whoever he may be—that makes no difference; and not
to prosecute them is impiety. And please to consider, Socrates, what a notable
proof I will give you of the truth of my words, a proof which I have already given
to others:—of the principle, I mean, that the impious, whoever he may be, ought
not to go unpunished. For do not men regard Zeus as the best and most righte-
ous of the gods?—and yet they admit that he bound his father (Cronos) because
he wickedly devoured his sons, and that he too had punished his own father
(Uranus) for a similar reason, in a nameless manner. And yet when I proceed
against my father, they are angry with me. So inconsistent are they in their way of
talking when the gods are concerned, and when I am concerned.

SOCRATES: May not this be the reason, Euthyphro, why I am charged
with impiety—that I cannot away with these stories about the gods? and therefore
I suppose that people think me wrong. But, as you who are well informed about
them approve of them, I cannot do better than assent to your superior wisdom.
What else can I say, confessing as I do, that I know nothing about them? Tell me,
for the love of Zeus, whether you really believe that they are true.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, and things more wonderful still, of which the world
is in ignorance.

SOCRATES: And do you really believe that the gods fought with one
another, and had dire quarrels, battles, and the like, as the poets say, and as you
may see represented in the works of great artists? The temples are full of them;
and notably the robe of Athene, which is carried up to the Acropolis at the great
Panathenaea, is embroidered with them. Are all these tales of the gods true? 
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EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates; and, as I was saying, I can tell you, if you
would like to hear them, many other things about the gods which would quite
amaze you.

SOCRATES: I dare say; and you shall tell me them at some other time
when I have leisure. But just at present I would rather hear from you a more
precise answer, which you have not as yet given, my friend, to the question, What
is ‘piety’? When asked, you only replied, Doing as you do, charging your father
with murder.

EUTHYPHRO: And what I said was true, Socrates.
SOCRATES: No doubt, Euthyphro; but you would admit there are many

other pious acts?
EUTHYPHRO: There are.
SOCRATES: Remember that I did not ask you to give me two or three

examples of piety, but to explain the general idea which makes all pious things to
be pious. Do you not recollect that there was one idea which made the impious
impious, and the pious pious?

EUTHYPHRO: I remember.
SOCRATES: Tell me what is the nature of this idea, and then I shall have

a standard to which I may look, and by which I may measure actions, whether
yours or those of any one else, and then I shall be able to say that such and such
an action is pious, such another impious.

EUTHYPHRO: I will tell you, if you like.
SOCRATES: I should very much like.
EUTHYPHRO: Piety, then, is that which is dear to the gods, and impiety

is that which is not dear to them.
SOCRATES: Very good, Euthyphro; you have now given me the sort of

answer which I wanted. But whether what you say is true or not I cannot as yet
tell, although I make no doubt that you will prove the truth of your words.

EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: Come, then, and let us examine what we are saying. That

thing or person which is dear to the gods is pious, and that thing or person which
is hateful to the gods is impious, these two being the extreme opposites of one
another. Was not that said?

EUTHYPHRO: It was.
SOCRATES: And well said?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates, I thought so; it was certainly said.
SOCRATES: And further, Euthyphro, the gods were admitted to have

enmities and hatreds and differences?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes, that was also said.
SOCRATES: And what sort of difference creates enmity and anger?

Suppose that you and I, my good friend, differ about a number; do differences of
this sort make us enemies and set us at variance with one another? Do we not go
at once to arithmetic, and put an end to them by a sum?
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EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: Or suppose that we differ about magnitudes, do we not

quickly end the differences by measuring?
EUTHYPHRO: Very true.
SOCRATES: And we end a controversy about heavy and light by

resorting to weighing?
EUTHYPHRO: To be sure.
SOCRATES: But what differences are there which cannot be thus deci-

ded, and which therefore make us angry and set us at enmity with one another? I
dare say the answer does not occur to you at the moment, and therefore I will
suggest that these enmities arise when the matters of difference are the just and
unjust, good and evil, honourable and dishonourable. Are not these the points
about which men differ, and about which when we are unable satisfactorily to
decide our differences, you and I and all of us quarrel, when we do quarrel?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates, the nature of the differences about which
we quarrel is such as you describe.

SOCRATES: And the quarrels of the gods, Euthyphro, when they occur,
are of a like nature?

EUTHYPHRO: Certainly they are.
SOCRATES: They have differences of opinion, as you say, about good

and evil, just and unjust, honourable and dishonourable: there would have been
no quarrels among them, if there had been no such differences—would there
now?

EUTHYPHRO: You are quite right.
SOCRATES: Does not every man love that which he deems noble and

just and good, and hate the opposite of them?
EUTHYPHRO: Very true.
SOCRATES: But, as you say, people regard the same things, some as just

and others as unjust,—about these they dispute; and so there arise wars and
fightings among them.

EUTHYPHRO: Very true.
SOCRATES: Then the same things are hated by the gods and loved by

the gods, and are both hateful and dear to them?
EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: And upon this view the same things, Euthyphro, will be

pious and impious?
EUTHYPHRO: So I should suppose.
SOCRATES: Then, my friend, I remark with surprise that you have not

answered the question which I asked. For I certainly did not ask you to tell me
what action is both pious and impious: but now it would seem that what is loved
by the gods is also hated by them. And therefore, Euthyphro, in thus chastising
your father you may very likely be doing what is agreeable to Zeus but disagree-
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able to Cronos or Uranus, and what is acceptable to Hephaestus but unacceptable
to Here, and there may be other gods who have similar differences of opinion.

EUTHYPHRO: But I believe, Socrates, that all the gods would be agreed
as to the propriety of punishing a murderer: there would be no difference of
opinion about that.

SOCRATES: Well, but speaking of men, Euthyphro, did you ever hear
any one arguing that a murderer or any sort of evil-doer ought to be let off?

EUTHYPHRO: I should rather say that these are the questions which
they are always arguing, especially in courts of law: they commit all sorts of crimes,
and there is nothing which they will not do or say in their own defense.

SOCRATES: But do they admit their guilt, and yet say that they ought not
to be punished?

EUTHYPHRO: No; they do not.
SOCRATES: Then there are some things which they do not venture to

say and do: for they do not venture to argue that the guilty are to be unpunished,
but they deny their guilt, do they not?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Then they do not argue that the evil-doer should not be

punished, but they argue about the fact of who the evil-doer is, and what he did
and when?

EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: And the gods are in the same case, if as you assert they

quarrel about just and unjust, and some of them say while others deny that
injustice is done among them. For surely neither God nor man will ever venture
to say that the doer of injustice is not to be punished?

EUTHYPHRO: That is true, Socrates, in the main.
SOCRATES: But they join issue about the particulars—gods and men

alike; and, if they dispute at all, they dispute about some act which is called in
question, and which by some is affirmed to be just, by others to be unjust. Is not
that true?

EUTHYPHRO: Quite true.
SOCRATES: Well then, my dear friend Euthyphro, do tell me, for my

better instruction and information, what proof have you that in the opinion of all
the gods a servant who is guilty of murder, and is put in chains by the master of
the dead man, and dies because he is put in chains before he who bound him can
learn from the interpreters of the gods what he ought to do with him, dies unjust-
ly; and that on behalf of such an one a son ought to proceed against his father
and accuse him of murder. How would you show that all the gods absolutely agree
in approving of his act? Prove to me that they do, and I will applaud your wisdom
as long as I live.

EUTHYPHRO: It will be a difficult task; but I could make the matter very
clear to you.
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SOCRATES: I understand; you mean to say that I am not so quick of
apprehension as the judges: for to them you will be sure to prove that the act is
unjust, and hateful to the gods.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes indeed, Socrates; at least if they will listen to me.
SOCRATES: But they will be sure to listen if they find that you are a good

speaker. There was a notion that came into my mind while you were speaking; I
said to myself: ‘Well, and what if Euthyphro does prove to me that all the gods
regarded the death of the serf as unjust, how do I know anything more of the
nature of piety and impiety? for granting that this action may be hateful to the
gods, still piety and impiety are not adequately defined by these distinctions, for
that which is hateful to the gods has been shown to be also pleasing and dear to
them.’

And therefore, Euthyphro, I do not ask you to prove this; I will suppose,
if you like, that all the gods condemn and abominate such an action. But I will
amend the definition so far as to say that what all the gods hate is impious, and
what they love pious or holy; and what some of them love and others hate is both
or neither. Shall this be our definition of piety and impiety?

EUTHYPHRO: Why not, Socrates?
SOCRATES: Why not! certainly, as far as I am concerned, Euthyphro,

there is no reason why not. But whether this admission will greatly assist you in
the task of instructing me as you promised, is a matter for you to consider.

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I should say that what all the gods love is pious and
holy, and the opposite which they all hate, impious.

SOCRATES: Ought we to enquire into the truth of this, Euthyphro, or
simply to accept the mere statement on our own authority and that of others?
What do you say?

EUTHYPHRO: We should enquire; and I believe the statement will stand
the test.

SOCRATES: We shall know better, my good friend, in a little while. The
point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is
beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.

EUTHYPHRO: I do not understand your meaning, Socrates.
SOCRATES: I will endeavour to explain: we, speak of carrying and we

speak of being carried, of leading and being led, seeing and being seen. You know
that in all such cases there is a difference, and you know also in what the differen-
ce lies?

EUTHYPHRO: I think that I understand.
SOCRATES: And is not that which is beloved distinct from that which

loves?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: Well; and now tell me, is that which is carried in this state of

carrying because it is carried, or for some other reason?
EUTHYPHRO: No; that is the reason.
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SOCRATES: And the same is true of what is led and of what is seen?
EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: And a thing is not seen because it is visible, but conversely,

visible because it is seen; nor is a thing led because it is in the state of being led, or
carried because it is in the state of being carried, but the converse of this. And
now I think, Euthyphro, that my meaning will be intelligible; and my meaning is,
that any state of action or passion implies previous action or passion. It does not
become because it is becoming, but it is in a state of becoming because it
becomes; neither does it suffer because it is in a state of suffering, but it is in a
state of suffering because it suffers. Do you not agree?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Is not that which is loved in some state either of becoming

or suffering?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And the same holds as in the previous instances; the state of

being loved follows the act of being loved, and not the act the state.
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: And what do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety,

according to your definition, loved by all the gods?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason?
EUTHYPHRO: No, that is the reason.
SOCRATES: It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And that which is dear to the gods is loved by them, and is

in a state to be loved of them because it is loved of them?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy,

nor is that which is holy loved of God, as you affirm; but they are two different
things.

EUTHYPHRO: How do you mean, Socrates?
SOCRATES: I mean to say that the holy has been acknowledged by us to

be loved of God because it is holy, not to be holy because it is loved.
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: But that which is dear to the gods is dear to them because it

is loved by them, not loved by them because it is dear to them.
EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: But, friend Euthyphro, if that which is holy is the same with

that which is dear to God, and is loved because it is holy, then that which is dear
to God would have been loved as being dear to God; but if that which is dear to
God is dear to him because loved by him, then that which is holy would have
been holy because loved by him. But now you see that the reverse is the case, and
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that they are quite different from one another. For one is of a kind to be loved
cause it is loved, and the other is loved because it is of a kind to be loved.

Thus you appear to me, Euthyphro, when I ask you what is the essence of
holiness, to offer an attribute only, and not the essence—the attribute of being
loved by all the gods. But you still refuse to explain to me the nature of holiness.
And therefore, if you please, I will ask you not to hide your treasure, but to tell
me once more what holiness or piety really is, whether dear to the gods or not
(for that is a matter about which we will not quarrel); and what is impiety?

EUTHYPHRO: I really do not know, Socrates, how to express what I
mean. For somehow or other our arguments, on whatever ground we rest them,
seem to turn round and walk away from us.

SOCRATES: Your words, Euthyphro, are like the handiwork of my
ancestor Daedalus; and if I were the sayer or propounder of them, you might say
that my arguments walk away and will not remain fixed where they are placed
because I am a descendant of his. But now, since these notions are your own, you
must find some other gibe, for they certainly, as you yourself allow, show an
inclination to be on the move.

EUTHYPHRO: Nay, Socrates, I shall still say that you are the Daedalus
who sets arguments in motion; not I, certainly, but you make them move or go
round, for they would never have stirred, as far as I am concerned.

SOCRATES: Then I must be a greater than Daedalus: for whereas he only
made his own inventions to move, I move those of other people as well. And the
beauty of it is, that I would rather not. For I would give the wisdom of Daedalus,
and the wealth of Tantalus, to be able to detain them and keep them fixed. But
enough of this. As I perceive that you are lazy, I will myself endeavour to show
you how you might instruct me in the nature of piety; and I hope that you will not
grudge your labour. Tell me, then—Is not that which is pious necessarily just?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And is, then, all which is just pious? or, is that which is pious

all just, but that which is just, only in part and not all, pious?
EUTHYPHRO: I do not understand you, Socrates.
SOCRATES: And yet I know that you are as much wiser than I am, as

you are younger. But, as I was saying, revered friend, the abundance of your
wisdom makes you lazy. Please to exert yourself, for there is no real difficulty in
understanding me. What I mean I may explain by an illustration of what I do not
mean. The poet sings— ‘Of Zeus, the author and creator of all these things, You
will not tell: for where there is fear there is also reverence.’ Now I disagree with
this poet. Shall I tell you in what respect?

EUTHYPHRO: By all means.
SOCRATES: I should not say that where there is fear there is also

reverence; for I am sure that many persons fear poverty and disease, and the like
evils, but I do not perceive that they reverence the objects of their fear.

EUTHYPHRO: Very true.
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SOCRATES: But where reverence is, there is fear; for he who has a
feeling of reverence and shame about the commission of any action, fears and is
afraid of an ill reputation.

EUTHYPHRO: No doubt.
SOCRATES: Then we are wrong in saying that where there is fear there is

also reverence; and we should say, where there is reverence there is also fear. But
there is not always reverence where there is fear; for fear is a more extended no-
tion, and reverence is a part of fear, just as the odd is a part of number, and num-
ber is a more extended notion than the odd. I suppose that you follow me now?

EUTHYPHRO: Quite well.
SOCRATES: That was the sort of question which I meant to raise when I

asked whether the just is always the pious, or the pious always the just; and wheth-
er there may not be justice where there is not piety; for justice is the more exten-
ded notion of which piety is only a part. Do you dissent?

EUTHYPHRO: No, I think that you are quite right.
SOCRATES: Then, if piety is a part of justice, I suppose that we should

enquire what part? If you had pursued the enquiry in the previous cases; for
instance, if you had asked me what is an even number, and what part of number
the even is, I should have had no difficulty in replying, a number which represents
a figure having two equal sides. Do you not agree?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I quite agree.
SOCRATES: In like manner, I want you to tell me what part of justice is

piety or holiness, that I may be able to tell Meletus not to do me injustice, or
indict me for impiety, as I am now adequately instructed by you in the nature of
piety or holiness, and their opposites.

EUTHYPHRO: Piety or holiness, Socrates, appears to me to be that part
of justice which attends to the gods, as there is the other part of justice which
attends to men.

SOCRATES: That is good, Euthyphro; yet still there is a little point about
which I should like to have further information, What is the meaning of
‘attention’? For attention can hardly be used in the same sense when applied to
the gods as when applied to other things. For instance, horses are said to require
attention, and not every person is able to attend to them, but only a person skilled
in horsemanship. Is it not so?

EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: I suppose that the art of horsemanship is the art of

attending to horses?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: Nor is every one qualified to attend to dogs, but only the

huntsman?
EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: And I suppose that the art of the huntsman is the art of

attending to dogs?
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EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: As the art of the oxherd is the art of attending to oxen?
EUTHYPHRO: Very true.
SOCRATES: In like manner holiness or piety is the art of attending to the

gods?—that would be your meaning, Euthyphro?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And is not attention always designed for the good or benefit

of that to which the attention is given? As in the case of horses, you may observe
that when attended to by the horseman’s art they are benefited and improved, are
they not?

EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: As the dogs are benefited by the huntsman’s art, and the

oxen by the art of the oxherd, and all other things are tended or attended for their
good and not for their hurt?

EUTHYPHRO: Certainly, not for their hurt.
SOCRATES: But for their good?
EUTHYPHRO: Of course.
SOCRATES: And does piety or holiness, which has been defined to be

the art of attending to the gods, benefit or improve them? Would you say that
when you do a holy act you make any of the gods better?

EUTHYPHRO: No, no; that was certainly not what I meant.
SOCRATES: And I, Euthyphro, never supposed that you did. I asked you

the question about the nature of the attention, because I thought that you did not.
EUTHYPHRO: You do me justice, Socrates; that is not the sort of

attention which I mean.
SOCRATES: Good: but I must still ask what is this attention to the gods

that is called piety?
EUTHYPHRO: It is such, Socrates, as servants show to their masters.
SOCRATES: I understand—a sort of ministration to the gods.
EUTHYPHRO: Exactly.
SOCRATES: Medicine is also a sort of ministration or service, having in

view the attainment of some object—would you not say of health?
EUTHYPHRO: I should.
SOCRATES: Again, there is an art which ministers to the ship-builder

with a view to the attainment of some result?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates, with a view to the building of a ship.
SOCRATES: As there is an art which ministers to the house-builder with

a view to the building of a house?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes.
SOCRATES: And now tell me, my good friend, about the art which

ministers to the gods: what work does that help to accomplish? For you must
surely know if, as you say, you are of all men living the one who is best instructed
in religion.
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EUTHYPHRO: And I speak the truth, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Tell me then, oh tell me—what is that fair work which the

gods do by the help of our ministrations?
EUTHYPHRO: Many and fair, Socrates, are the works which they do.
SOCRATES: Why, my friend, and so are those of a general. But the chief

of them is easily told. Would you not say that victory in war is the chief of them?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: Many and fair, too, are the works of the husbandman, if I

am not mistaken; but his chief work is the production of food from the earth?
EUTHYPHRO: Exactly.
SOCRATES: Of the many fair things done by the gods which is the chief

or principal one?
EUTHYPHRO: I have told you already, Socrates, that to learn all these

things accurately will be very tiresome. Let me simply say that piety or holiness is
learning how to please the gods in word and deed, by prayers and sacrifices. Such
piety is the salvation of families and states, just as the impious, which is unpleasing
to the gods, is their ruin and destruction.

SOCRATES: I think that you could have answered in much fewer words
the chief question which I asked, Euthyphro, if you had chosen. But I see plainly
that you are not disposed to instruct me—clearly not: else why, when we reached
the point, did you turn aside? Had you only answered me I should have truly
learned of you by this time the nature of piety. Now, as the asker of a question is
necessarily dependent on the answerer, whither he leads I must follow; and can
only ask again, what is the pious, and what is piety? Do you mean that they are a
sort of science of praying and sacrificing?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I do.
SOCRATES: And sacrificing is giving to the gods, and prayer is asking of

the gods?
EUTHYPHRO: Yes, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Upon this view, then, piety is a science of asking and giving?
EUTHYPHRO: You understand me capitally, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Yes, my friend; the reason is that I am a votary of your

science, and give my mind to it, and therefore nothing which you say will be
thrown away upon me. Please then to tell me, what is the nature of this service to
the gods? Do you mean we prefer requests and give gifts to them?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, I do.
SOCRATES: Is not the right way of asking to ask of them what we want?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: And the right way of giving is to give to them in return what

they want of us. There would be no meaning in an art which gives to any one that
which he does not want.

EUTHYPHRO: Very true, Socrates.
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SOCRATES: Then piety, Euthyphro, is an art which gods and men have
of doing business with one another?

EUTHYPHRO: That is an expression which you may use, if you like.
SOCRATES: But I have no particular liking for anything but the truth. I

wish, however, that you would tell me what benefit accrues to the gods from our
gifts. There is no doubt about what they give to us; for there is no good thing
which they do not give; but how we can give any good thing to them in return is
far from being equally clear. If they give everything and we give nothing, that
must be an affair of business in which we have very greatly the advantage of them.

EUTHYPHRO: Do you imagine that any benefit accrues to the gods
from our gifts?

SOCRATES: But if not, Euthyphro, what is the meaning of gifts which
are conferred by us upon the gods?

EUTHYPHRO: What else, but tributes of honour; and, as I was just now
saying, what pleases them?

SOCRATES: Piety, then, is pleasing to the gods, but not beneficial or dear
to them?

EUTHYPHRO: I should say that nothing could be dearer.
SOCRATES: Then once more the assertion is repeated that piety is dear

to the gods?
EUTHYPHRO: Certainly.
SOCRATES: And when you say this, can you wonder at your words not

standing firm, but walking away? Will you accuse me of being the Daedalus who
makes them walk away, not perceiving that there is another and far greater artist
than Daedalus who makes them go round in a circle, and he is yourself; for the
argument, as you will perceive, comes round to the same point. Were we not
saying that the holy or pious was not the same with that which is loved of the
gods? Have you forgotten?

EUTHYPHRO: I quite remember.
SOCRATES: And are you not saying that what is loved of the gods is

holy; and is not this the same as what is dear to them—do you see?
EUTHYPHRO: True.
SOCRATES: Then either we were wrong in our former assertion; or, if

we were right then, we are wrong now.
EUTHYPHRO: One of the two must be true.
SOCRATES: Then we must begin again and ask, What is piety? That is an

enquiry which I shall never be weary of pursuing as far as in me lies; and I entreat
you not to scorn me, but to apply your mind to the utmost, and tell me the truth.
For, if any man knows, you are he; and therefore I must detain you, like Proteus,
until you tell. If you had not certainly known the nature of piety and impiety, I am
confident that you would never, on behalf of a serf, have charged your aged father
with murder. You would not have run such a risk of doing wrong in the sight of
the gods, and you would have had too much respect for the opinions of men. I
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am sure, therefore, that you know the nature of piety and impiety. Speak out then,
my dear Euthyphro, and do not hide your knowledge.

EUTHYPHRO: Another time, Socrates; for I am in a hurry, and must go
now.

SOCRATES: Alas! my companion, and will you leave me in despair? I was
hoping that you would instruct me in the nature of piety and impiety; and then I
might have cleared myself of Meletus and his indictment. I would have told him
that I had been enlightened by Euthyphro, and had given up rash innovations and
speculations, in which I indulged only through ignorance, and that now I am
about to lead a better life.
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Ap o lo g y

Translated by Benjamin Jowett

Socrates addresses the Court of Athens.

H
ow you, O Athenians, have been affected by my accusers, I
cannot tell; but I know that they almost made me forget who I
was—so persuasively did they speak; and yet they have hardly

uttered a word of truth. But of the many falsehoods told by them, there was one
which quite amazed me;—I mean when they said that you should be upon your
guard and not allow yourselves to be deceived by the force of my eloquence. To
say this, when they were certain to be detected as soon as I opened my lips and
proved myself to be anything but a great speaker, did indeed appear to me most
shameless—unless by the force of eloquence they mean the force of truth; for is
such is their meaning, I admit that I am eloquent. But in how different a way from
theirs!

Well, as I was saying, they have scarcely spoken the truth at all; but from
me you shall hear the whole truth: not, however, delivered after their manner in a
set oration duly ornamented with words and phrases. No, by heaven! but I shall
use the words and arguments which occur to me at the moment; for I am confi-
dent in the justice of my cause: at my time of life I ought not to be appearing
before you, O men of Athens, in the character of a juvenile orator—let no one
expect it of me. And I must beg of you to grant me a favour:—If I defend myself
in my accustomed manner, and you hear me using the words which I have been
in the habit of using in the agora, at the tables of the money-changers, or any-
where else, I would ask you not to be surprised, and not to interrupt me on this
account. For I am more than seventy years of age, and appearing now for the first
time in a court of law, I am quite a stranger to the language of the place; and
therefore I would have you regard me as if I were really a stranger, whom you
would excuse if he spoke in his native tongue, and after the fashion of his
country.

Am I making an unfair request of you? Never mind the manner, which
may or may not be good; but think only of the truth of my words, and give heed
to that: let the speaker speak truly and the judge decide justly. And first, I have to
reply to the older charges and to my first accusers, and then I will go on to the
later ones. For of old I have had many accusers, who have accused me falsely to
you during many years; and I am more afraid of them than of Anytus and his
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associates, who are dangerous, too, in their own way. But far more dangerous are
the others, who began when you were children, and took possession of your
minds with their falsehoods, telling of one Socrates, a wise man, who speculated
about the heaven above, and searched into the earth beneath, and made the worse
appear the better cause.

The disseminators of this tale are the accusers whom I dread; for their
hearers are apt to fancy that such enquirers do not believe in the existence of the
gods. And they are many, and their charges against me are of ancient date, and
they were made by them in the days when you were more impressible than you
are now—in childhood, or it may have been in youth—and the cause when heard
went by default, for there was none to answer. And hardest of all, I do not know
and cannot tell the names of my accusers; unless in the chance case of a Comic
poet. All who from envy and malice have persuaded you—some of them having
first convinced themselves—all this class of men are most difficult to deal with;
for I cannot have them up here, and cross-examine them, and therefore I must
simply fight with shadows in my own defence, and argue when there is no one
who answers.

I will ask you then to assume with me, as I was saying, that my opponents
are of two kinds; one recent, the other ancient: and I hope that you will see the
propriety of my answering the latter first, for these accusations you heard long
before the others, and much oftener.

Well, then, I must make my defense, and endeavour to clear away in a
short time, a slander which has lasted a long time. May I succeed, if to succeed be
for my good and yours, or likely to avail me in my cause! The task is not an easy
one; I quite understand the nature of it. And so leaving the event with God, in
obedience to the law I will now make my defence. I will begin at the beginning,
and ask what is the accusation which has given rise to the slander of me, and in
fact has encouraged Meletus to proof this charge against me. Well, what do the
slanderers say? They shall be my prosecutors, and I will sum up their words in an
affidavit: ‘Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious person, who searches into things
under the earth and in heaven, and he makes the worse appear the better cause;
and he teaches the aforesaid doctrines to others.’

Such is the nature of the accusation: it is just what you have yourselves
seen in the comedy of Aristophanes, who has introduced a man whom he calls
Socrates, going about and saying that he walks in air, and talking a deal of non-
sense concerning matters of which I do not pretend to know either much or little
—not that I mean to speak disparagingly of any one who is a student of natural
philosophy. I should be very sorry if Meletus could bring so grave a charge against
me. But the simple truth is, O Athenians, that I have nothing to do with physical
speculations. Very many of those here present are witnesses to the truth of this,
and to them I appeal. Speak then, you who have heard me, and tell your neigh-
bours whether any of you have ever known me hold forth in few words or in
many upon such matters.
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You hear their answer. And from what they say of this part of the charge
you will be able to judge of the truth of the rest. As little foundation is there for
the report that I am a teacher, and take money; this accusation has no more truth
in it than the other. Although, if a man were really able to instruct mankind, to
receive money for giving instruction would, in my opinion, be an honour to him.
There is Gorgias of Leontium, and Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, who go
the round of the cities, and are able to persuade the young men to leave their own
citizens by whom they might be taught for nothing, and come to them whom
they not only pay, but are thankful if they may be allowed to pay them.

There is at this time a Parian philosopher residing in Athens, of whom I
have heard; and I came to hear of him in this way:—I came across a man who has
spent a world of money on the Sophists, Callias, the son of Hipponicus, and
knowing that he had sons, I asked him: ‘Callias,’ I said, ‘if your two sons were
foals or calves, there would be no difficulty in finding some one to put over them;
we should hire a trainer of horses, or a farmer probably, who would improve and
perfect them in their own proper virtue and excellence; but as they are human
beings, whom are you thinking of placing over them? Is there any one who under-
stands human and political virtue? You must have thought about the matter, for
you have sons; is there any one?’ ‘There is,’ he said. ‘Who is he?’ said I; ‘and of
what country? and what does he charge?’ ‘Evenus the Parian,’ he replied; ‘he is the
man, and his charge is five minae.’

Happy is Evenus, I said to myself, if he really has this wisdom, and teaches
at such a moderate charge. Had I the same, I should have been very proud and
conceited; but the truth is that I have no knowledge of the kind. I dare say,
Athenians, that some one among you will reply, ‘Yes, Socrates, but what is the
origin of these accusations which are brought against you; there must have been
something strange which you have been doing? All these rumours and this talk
about you would never have arisen if you had been like other men: tell us, then,
what is the cause of them, for we should be sorry to judge hastily of you.’ Now I
regard this as a fair challenge, and I will endeavour to explain to you the reason
why I am called wise and have such an evil fame. Please to attend then. And
although some of you may think that I am joking, I declare that I will tell you the
entire truth.

Men of Athens, this reputation of mine has come of a certain sort of
wisdom which I possess. If you ask me what kind of wisdom, I reply, wisdom
such as may perhaps be attained by man, for to that extent I am inclined to
believe that I am wise; whereas the persons of whom I was speaking have a super-
human wisdom which I may fail to describe, because I have it not myself; and he
who says that I have, speaks falsely, and is taking away my character. And here, O
men of Athens, I must beg you not to interrupt me, even if I seem to say some-
thing extravagant. For the word which I will speak is not mine. I will refer you to
a witness who is worthy of credit; that witness shall be the God of Delphi—he
will tell you about my wisdom, if I have any, and of what sort it is.
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You must have known Chaerephon; he was early a friend of mine, and
also a friend of yours, for he shared in the recent exile of the people, and returned
with you. Well, Chaerephon, as you know, was very impetuous in all his doings,
and he went to Delphi and boldly asked the oracle to tell him whether—as I was
saying, I must beg you not to interrupt—he asked the oracle to tell him whether
anyone was wiser than I was, and the Pythian prophetess answered, that there was
no man wiser. Chaerephon is dead himself; but his brother, who is in court, will
confirm the truth of what I am saying. Why do I mention this? Because I am
going to explain to you why I have such an evil name. When I heard the answer, I
said to myself, What can the god mean? and what is the interpretation of his
riddle? for I know that I have no wisdom, small or great. What then can he mean
when he says that I am the wisest of men? And yet he is a god, and cannot lie;
that would be against his nature.

After long consideration, I thought of a method of trying the question. I
reflected that if I could only find a man wiser than myself, then I might go to the
god with a refutation in my hand. I should say to him, ‘Here is a man who is wiser
than I am; but you said that I was the wisest.’ Accordingly I went to one who had
the reputation of wisdom, and observed him—his name I need not mention; he
was a politician whom I selected for examination—and the result was as follows:
When I began to talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really
wise, although he was thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself; and there-
upon I tried to explain to him that he thought himself wise, but was not really
wise; and the consequence was that he hated me, and his enmity was shared by
several who were present and heard me. So I left him, saying to myself, as I went
away: Well, although I do not suppose that either of us knows anything really
beautiful and good, I am better off than he is,— for he knows nothing, and thinks
that he knows; I neither know nor think that I know. In this latter particular,
then, I seem to have slightly the advantage of him.

Then I went to another who had still higher pretensions to wisdom, and
my conclusion was exactly the same. Whereupon I made another enemy of him,
and of many others besides him. Then I went to one man after another, being not
unconscious of the enmity which I provoked, and I lamented and feared this: but
necessity was laid upon me,—the word of God, I thought, ought to be considered
first. And I said to myself, Go I must to all who appear to know, and find out the
meaning of the oracle. And I swear to you, Athenians, by the dog I swear!—for I
must tell you the truth—the result of my mission was just this: I found that the
men most in repute were all but the most foolish; and that others less esteemed
were really wiser and better. I will tell you the tale of my wanderings and of the
‘Herculean’ labours, as I may call them, which I endured only to find at last the
oracle irrefutable.

After the politicians, I went to the poets; tragic, dithyrambic, and all sorts.
And there, I said to myself, you will be instantly detected; now you will find out
that you are more ignorant than they are. Accordingly, I took them some of the
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most elaborate passages in their own writings, and asked what was the meaning of
them—thinking that they would teach me something. Will you believe me? I am
almost ashamed to confess the truth, but I must say that there is hardly a person
present who would not have talked better about their poetry than they did them-
selves. Then I knew that not by wisdom do poets write poetry, but by a sort of
genius and inspiration; they are like diviners or soothsayers who also say many
fine things, but do not understand the meaning of them. The poets appeared to
me to be much in the same case; and I further observed that upon the strength of
their poetry they believed themselves to be the wisest of men in other things in
which they were not wise. So I departed, conceiving myself to be superior to
them for the same reason that I was superior to the politicians.

At last I went to the artisans. I was conscious that I knew nothing at all, as
I may say, and I was sure that they knew many fine things; and here I was not
mistaken, for they did know many things of which I was ignorant, and in this they
certainly were wiser than I was. But I observed that even the good artisans fell
into the same error as the poets;—because they were good workmen they
thought that they also knew all sorts of high matters, and this defect in them
overshadowed their wisdom; and therefore I asked myself on behalf of the oracle,
whether I would like to be as I was, neither having their knowledge nor their
ignorance, or like them in both; and I made answer to myself and to the oracle
that I was better off as I was.

This inquisition has led to my having many enemies of the worst and most
dangerous kind, and has given occasion also to many calumnies. And I am called
wise, for my hearers always imagine that I myself possess the wisdom which I find
wanting in others: but the truth is, O men of Athens, that God only is wise; and
by his answer he intends to show that the wisdom of men is worth little or noth-
ing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is only using my name by way of illustra-
tion, as if he said, He, O men, is the wisest, who, like Socrates, knows that his
wisdom is in truth worth nothing.

And so I go about the world, obedient to the god, and search and make
enquiry into the wisdom of any one, whether citizen or stranger, who appears to
be wise; and if he is not wise, then in vindication of the oracle I show him that he
is not wise; and my occupation quite absorbs me, and I have no time to give
either to any public matter of interest or to any concern of my own, but I am in
utter poverty by reason of my devotion to the god.

There is another thing:—young men of the richer classes, who have not
much to do, come about me of their own accord; they like to hear the pretenders
examined, and they often imitate me, and proceed to examine others; there are
plenty of persons, as they quickly discover, who think that they know something,
but really know little or nothing; and then those who are examined by them
instead of being angry with themselves are angry with me: This confounded
Socrates, they say; this villainous misleader of youth!—and then if somebody asks
them, Why, what evil does he practise or teach? they do not know, and cannot
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tell; but in order that they may not appear to be at a loss, they repeat the ready-
made charges which are used against all philosophers about teaching things up in
the clouds and under the earth, and having no gods, and making the worse appear
the better cause; for they do not like to confess that their pretence of knowledge
has been detected—which is the truth; and as they are numerous and ambitious
and energetic, and are drawn up in battle array and have persuasive tongues, they
have filled your ears with their loud and inveterate calumnies.

And this is the reason why my three accusers, Meletus and Anytus and
Lycon, have set upon me; Meletus, who has a quarrel with me on behalf of the
poets; Anytus, on behalf of the craftsmen and politicians; Lycon, on behalf of the
rhetoricians: and as I said at the beginning, I cannot expect to get rid of such a
mass of calumny all in a moment. And this, O men of Athens, is the truth and the
whole truth; I have concealed nothing, I have dissembled nothing. And yet, I
know that my plainness of speech makes them hate me, and what is their hatred
but a proof that I am speaking the truth?— Hence has arisen the prejudice against
me; and this is the reason of it, as you will find out either in this or in any future
enquiry.

I have said enough in my defence against the first class of my accusers; I
turn to the second class. They are headed by Meletus, that good man and true
lover of his country, as he calls himself. Against these, too, I must try to make a
defense:—Let their affidavit be read: it contains something of this kind: It says
that Socrates is a doer of evil, who corrupts the youth; and who does not believe
in the gods of the state, but has other new divinities of his own. Such is the
charge; and now let us examine the particular counts. He says that I am a doer of
evil, and corrupt the youth; but I say, O men of Athens, that Meletus is a doer of
evil, in that he pretends to be in earnest when he is only in jest, and is so eager to
bring men to trial from a pretended zeal and interest about matters in which he
really never had the smallest interest. And the truth of this I will endeavour to
prove to you.

Come hither, Meletus, and let me ask a question of you. You think a great
deal about the improvement of youth?

Yes, I do.
Tell the judges, then, who is their improver; for you must know, as you

have taken the pains to discover their corrupter, and are citing and accusing me
before them. Speak, then, and tell the judges who their improver is.—Observe,
Meletus, that you are silent, and have nothing to say. But is not this rather dis-
graceful, and a very considerable proof of what I was saying, that you have no
interest in the matter? Speak up, friend, and tell us who their improver is.

The laws.
But that, my good sir, is not my meaning. I want to know who the person

is, who, in the first place, knows the laws.
The judges, Socrates, who are present in court.
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What, do you mean to say, Meletus, that they are able to instruct and
improve youth?

Certainly they are.
What, all of them, or some only and not others?
All of them.
By the goddess Here, that is good news! There are plenty of improvers,

then. And what do you say of the audience,—do they improve them?
Yes, they do.
And the senators?
Yes, the senators improve them.
But perhaps the members of the assembly corrupt them?—or do they too

improve them? 
They improve them.
Then every Athenian improves and elevates them; all with the exception

of myself; and I alone am their corrupter? Is that what you affirm?
That is what I stoutly affirm.
I am very unfortunate if you are right. But suppose I ask you a question:

How about horses? Does one man do them harm and all the world good? Is not
the exact opposite the truth? One man is able to do them good, or at least not
many;—the trainer of horses, that is to say, does them good, and others who have
to do with them rather injure them? Is not that true, Meletus, of horses, or of any
other animals? Most assuredly it is; whether you and Anytus say yes or no. Happy
indeed would be the condition of youth if they had one corrupter only, and all the
rest of the world were their improvers. But you, Meletus, have sufficiently shown
that you never had a thought about the young: your carelessness is seen in your
not caring about the very things which you bring against me.

And now, Meletus, I will ask you another question—by Zeus I will: Which
is better, to live among bad citizens, or among good ones? Answer, friend, I say;
the question is one which may be easily answered. Do not the good do their
neighbours good, and the bad do them evil?

Certainly.
And is there anyone who would rather be injured than benefited by those

who live with him? Answer, my good friend, the law requires you to answer—
does any one like to be injured?

Certainly not.
And when you accuse me of corrupting and deteriorating the youth, do

you allege that I corrupt them intentionally or unintentionally?
Intentionally, I say.
But you have just admitted that the good do their neighbours good, and

the evil do them evil. Now, is that a truth which your superior wisdom has recog-
nized thus early in life, and am I, at my age, in such darkness and ignorance as not
to know that if a man with whom I have to live is corrupted by me, I am very
likely to be harmed by him; and yet I corrupt him, and intentionally, too—so you
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say, although neither I nor any other human being is ever likely to be convinced
by you.

But either I do not corrupt them, or I corrupt them unintentionally; and
on either view of the case you lie. If my offence is unintentional, the law has no
cognizance of unintentional offences: you ought to have taken me privately, and
warned and admonished me; for if I had been better advised, I should have left
off doing what I only did unintentionally—no doubt I should; but you would
have nothing to say to me and refused to teach me. And now you bring me up in
this court, which is a place not of instruction, but of punishment.

It will be very clear to you, Athenians, as I was saying, that Meletus has no
care at all, great or small, about the matter. But still I should like to know,
Meletus, in what I am affirmed to corrupt the young. I suppose you mean, as I
infer from your indictment, that I teach them not to acknowledge the gods which
the state acknowledges, but some other new divinities or spiritual agencies in their
stead. These are the lessons by which I corrupt the youth, as you say.

Yes, that I say emphatically.
Then, by the gods, Meletus, of whom we are speaking, tell me and the

court, in somewhat plainer terms, what you mean! for I do not as yet understand
whether you affirm that I teach other men to acknowledge some gods, and there-
fore that I do believe in gods, and am not an entire atheist —this you do not lay
to my charge,—but only you say that they are not the same gods which the city
recognizes—the charge is that they are different gods. Or, do you mean that I am
an atheist simply, and a teacher of atheism?

I mean the latter—that you are a complete atheist.
What an extraordinary statement! Why do you think so, Meletus? Do you

mean that I do not believe in the godhead of the sun or moon, like other men? I
assure you, judges, that he does not: for he says that the sun is stone, and the
moon earth. Friend Meletus, you think that you are accusing Anaxagoras: and you
have but a bad opinion of the judges, if you fancy them illiterate to such a degree
as not to know that these doctrines are found in the books of Anaxagoras the
Clazomenian, which are full of them. And so, forsooth, the youth are said to be
taught them by Socrates, when there are not unfrequently exhibitions of them at
the theatre (price of admission one drachma at the most); and they might pay
their money, and laugh at Socrates if he pretends to father these extraordinary
views. And so, Meletus, you really think that I do not believe in any god?

I swear by Zeus that you believe absolutely in none at all.
Nobody will believe you, Meletus, and I am pretty sure that you do not

believe yourself. I cannot help thinking, men of Athens, that Meletus is reckless
and impudent, and that he has written this indictment in a spirit of mere wanton-
ness and youthful bravado. Has he not compounded a riddle, thinking to try me?
He said to himself:—I shall see whether the wise Socrates will discover my faceti-
ous contradiction, or whether I shall be able to deceive him and the rest of them.
For he certainly does appear to me to contradict himself in the indictment as
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much as if he said that Socrates is guilty of not believing in the gods, and yet of
believing in them—but this is not like a person who is in earnest.

I should like you, O men of Athens, to join me in examining what I
conceive to be his inconsistency; and do you, Meletus, answer. And I must remind
the audience of my request that they would not make a disturbance if I speak in
my accustomed manner:

Did ever man, Meletus, believe in the existence of human things, and not
of human beings? I wish, men of Athens, that he would answer, and not be
always trying to get up an interruption. Did ever any man believe in horseman-
ship, and not in horses? or in flute-playing, and not in flute-players? No, my
friend; I will answer to you and to the court, as you refuse to answer for yourself.
There is no man who ever did. But now please to answer the next question: Can a
man believe in spiritual and divine agencies, and not in spirits or demigods?

He cannot.
How lucky I am to have extracted that answer, by the assistance of the

court! But then you swear in the indictment that I teach and believe in divine or
spiritual agencies (new or old, no matter for that); at any rate, I believe in spiritual
agencies,—so you say and swear in the affidavit; and yet if I believe in divine
beings, how can I help believing in spirits or demigods;—must I not? To be sure I
must; and therefore I may assume that your silence gives consent.

Now what are spirits or demigods? Are they not either gods or the sons of
gods? Certainly they are. But this is what I call the facetious riddle invented by
you: the demigods or spirits are gods, and you say first that I do not believe in
gods, and then again that I do believe in gods; that is, if I believe in demigods. For
if the demigods are the illegitimate sons of gods, whether by the nymphs or by
any other mothers, of whom they are said to be the sons—what human being will
ever believe that there are no gods if they are the sons of gods? You might as well
affirm the existence of mules, and deny that of horses and asses.

Such nonsense, Meletus, could only have been intended by you to make
trial of me. You have put this into the indictment because you had nothing real of
which to accuse me. But no one who has a particle of understanding will ever be
convinced by you that the same men can believe in divine and superhuman things,
and yet not believe that there are gods and demigods and heroes.

I have said enough in answer to the charge of Meletus: any elaborate
defense is unnecessary, but I know only too well how many are the enmities
which I have incurred, and this is what will be my destruction if I am destroy-
ed;—not Meletus, nor yet Anytus, but the envy and detraction of the world,
which has been the death of many good men, and will probably be the death of
many more; there is no danger of my being the last of them.

Some one will say: And are you not ashamed, Socrates, of a course of life
which is likely to bring you to an untimely end? To him I may fairly answer: There
you are mistaken: a man who is good for anything ought not to calculate the
chance of living or dying; he ought only to consider whether in doing anything he
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is doing right or wrong—acting the part of a good man or of a bad. Whereas,
upon your view, the heroes who fell at Troy were not good for much, and the son
of Thetis above all, who altogether despised danger in comparison with disgrace;
and when he was so eager to slay Hector, his goddess mother said to him, that if
he avenged his companion Patroclus, and slew Hector, he would die himself—
‘Fate,’ she said, in these or the like words, ‘waits for you next after Hector;’ he,
receiving this warning, utterly despised danger and death, and instead of fearing
them, feared rather to live in dishonour, and not to avenge his friend. ‘Let me die
forthwith,’ he replies, ‘and be avenged of my enemy, rather than abide here by the
beaked ships, a laughing-stock and a burden of the earth.’ Had Achilles any
thought of death and danger? For wherever a man’s place is, whether the place
which he has chosen or that in which he has been placed by a commander, there
he ought to remain in the hour of danger; he should not think of death or of
anything but of disgrace. And this, O men of Athens, is a true saying.

Strange, indeed, would be my conduct, O men of Athens, if I who, when
I was ordered by the generals whom you chose to command me at Potidaea and
Amphipolis and Delium, remained where they placed me, like any other man,
facing death—if now, when, as I conceive and imagine, God orders me to fulfil
the philosopher’s mission of searching into myself and other men, I were to
desert my post through fear of death, or any other fear; that would indeed be
strange, and I might justly be arraigned in court for denying the existence of the
gods, if I disobeyed the oracle because I was afraid of death, fancying that I was
wise when I was not wise. For the fear of death is indeed the pretence of wisdom,
not real wisdom, being a pretence of knowing the unknown; and no one knows
whether death, which men in their fear apprehend to be the greatest evil, may not
be the greatest good. Is not this ignorance of a disgraceful sort, the ignorance
which is the conceit that a man knows what he does not know?

And in this respect only I believe myself to differ from men in general,
and may perhaps claim to be wiser than they are:—that whereas I know but little
of the world below, I do not suppose that I know: but I do know that injustice
and disobedience to a better, whether God or man, is evil and dishonourable, and
I will never fear or avoid a possible good rather than a certain evil.

And therefore if you let me go now, and are not convinced by Anytus,
who said that since I had been prosecuted I must be put to death; (or if not that I
ought never to have been prosecuted at all); and that if I escape now, your sons
will all be utterly ruined by listening to my words—if you say to me, Socrates, this
time we will not mind Anytus, and you shall be let off, but upon one condition,
that you are not to enquire and speculate in this way any more, and that if you are
caught doing so again you shall die;—if this was the condition on which you let
me go, I should reply: Men of Athens, I honour and love you; but I shall obey
God rather than you, and while I have life and strength I shall never cease from
the practice and teaching of philosophy, exhorting any one whom I meet and say-
ing to him after my manner: You, my friend,—a citizen of the great and mighty
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and wise city of Athens, —are you not ashamed of heaping up the greatest
amount of money and honour and reputation, and caring so little about wisdom
and truth and the greatest improvement of the soul, which you never regard or
heed at all?

And if the person with whom I am arguing, says: Yes, but I do care; then
I do not leave him or let him go at once; but I proceed to interrogate and exam-
ine and cross-examine him, and if I think that he has no virtue in him, but only
says that he has, I reproach him with undervaluing the greater, and overvaluing
the less. And I shall repeat the same words to every one whom I meet, young and
old, citizen and alien, but especially to the citizens, inasmuch as they are my breth-
ren. For know that this is the command of God; and I believe that no greater
good has ever happened in the state than my service to the God. For I do noth-
ing but go about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to take thought for
your persons or your properties, but first and chiefly to care about the greatest
improvement of the soul. I tell you that virtue is not given by money, but that
from virtue comes money and every other good of man, public as well as private.
This is my teaching, and if this is the doctrine which corrupts the youth, I am a
mischievous person. But if any one says that this is not my teaching, he is speak-
ing an untruth.

Wherefore, O men of Athens, I say to you, do as Anytus bids or not as
Anytus bids, and either acquit me or not; but whichever you do, understand that I
shall never alter my ways, not even if I have to die many times. Men of Athens,
do not interrupt, but hear me; there was an understanding between us that you
should hear me to the end: I have something more to say, at which you may be
inclined to cry out; but I believe that to hear me will be good for you, and there-
fore I beg that you will not cry out.

I would have you know, that if you kill such an one as I am, you will injure
yourselves more than you will injure me. Nothing will injure me, not Meletus nor
yet Anytus—they cannot, for a bad man is not permitted to injure a better than
himself. I do not deny that Anytus may, perhaps, kill him, or drive him into exile,
or deprive him of civil rights; and he may imagine, and others may imagine, that
he is inflicting a great injury upon him: but there I do not agree. For the evil of
doing as he is doing—the evil of unjustly taking away the life of another—is
greater far.

And now, Athenians, I am not going to argue for my own sake, as you
may think, but for yours, that you may not sin against the God by condemning
me, who am his gift to you. For if you kill me you will not easily find a successor
to me, who, if I may use such a ludicrous figure of speech, am a sort of gadfly,
given to the state by God; and the state is a great and noble steed who is tardy in
his motions owing to his very size, and requires to be stirred into life. I am that
gadfly which God has attached to the state, and all day long and in all places am
always fastening upon you, arousing and persuading and reproaching you. You will
not easily find another like me, and therefore I would advise you to spare me. I
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dare say that you may feel out of temper (like a person who is suddenly awakened
from sleep), and you think that you might easily strike me dead as Anytus advises,
and then you would sleep on for the remainder of your lives, unless God in his
care of you sent you another gadfly.

When I say that I am given to you by God, the proof of my mission is
this:—if I had been like other men, I should not have neglected all my own con-
cerns or patiently seen the neglect of them during all these years, and have been
doing yours, coming to you individually like a father or elder brother, exhorting
you to regard virtue; such conduct, I say, would be unlike human nature. If I had
gained anything, or if my exhortations had been paid, there would have been
some sense in my doing so; but now, as you will perceive, not even the impuden-
ce of my accusers dares to say that I have ever exacted or sought pay of any one;
of that they have no witness. And I have a sufficient witness to the truth of what I
say—my poverty.

Some one may wonder why I go about in private giving advice and busy-
ing myself with the concerns of others, but do not venture to come forward in
public and advise the state. I will tell you why. You have heard me speak at sundry
times and in divers places of an oracle or sign which comes to me, and is the
divinity which Meletus ridicules in the indictment. This sign, which is a kind of
voice, first began to come to me when I was a child; it always forbids but never
commands me to do anything which I am going to do. This is what deters me
from being a politician. And rightly, as I think. For I am certain, O men of
Athens, that if I had engaged in politics, I should have perished long ago, and
done no good either to you or to myself.

And do not be offended at my telling you the truth: for the truth is, that
no man who goes to war with you or any other multitude, honestly striving
against the many lawless and unrighteous deeds which are done in a state, will save
his life; he who will fight for the right, if he would live even for a brief space, must
have a private station and not a public one. I can give you convincing evidence of
what I say, not words only, but what you value far more—actions.

Let me relate to you a passage of my own life which will prove to you that
I should never have yielded to injustice from any fear of death, and that ‘as I
should have refused to yield’ I must have died at once. I will tell you a tale of the
courts, not very interesting perhaps, but nevertheless true. The only office of state
which I ever held, O men of Athens, was that of senator: the tribe Antiochis,
which is my tribe, had the presidency at the trial of the generals who had not
taken up the bodies of the slain after the battle of Arginusae; and you proposed to
try them in a body contrary to law as you all thought afterwards; but at the time I
was the only one of the Prytanes who was opposed to the illegality, and I gave my
vote against you; and when the orators threatened to impeach and arrest me, and
you called and shouted, I made up my mind that I would run the risk, having law
and justice with me, rather than take part in your injustice because I feared impris-
onment and death.
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This happened in the days of the democracy. But when the oligarchy of
the Thirty was in power, they sent for me and four others into the rotunda, and
bade us bring Leon the Salaminian from Salamis, as they wanted to put him to
death. This was a specimen of the sort of commands which they were always
giving with the view of implicating as many as possible in their crimes; and then I
showed, not in word only but in deed, that, if I may be allowed to use such an
expression, I cared not a straw for death, and that my great and only care was lest
I should do an unrighteous or unholy thing. For the strong arm of that oppressive
power did not frighten me into doing wrong; and when we came out of the
rotunda the other four went to Salamis and fetched Leon, but I went quietly
home. For which I might have lost my life, had not the power of the Thirty
shortly afterwards come to an end. And many will witness to my words.

Now do you really imagine that I could have survived all these years, if I
had led a public life, supposing that like a good man I had always maintained the
right and had made justice, as I ought, the first thing? No indeed, men of Athens,
neither I nor any other man. But I have been always the same in all my actions,
public as well as private, and never have I yielded any base compliance to those
who are slanderously termed my disciples, or to any other.

Not that I have any regular disciples. But if any one likes to come and hear
me while I am pursuing my mission, whether he be young or old, he is not exclu-
ded. Nor do I converse only with those who pay; but any one, whether he be rich
or poor, may ask and answer me and listen to my words; and whether he turns
out to be a bad man or a good one, neither result can be justly imputed to me; for
I never taught or professed to teach him anything. And if any one says that he has
ever learned or heard anything from me in private which all the world has not
heard, let me tell you he is lying.

But I shall be asked, Why do people delight in continually conversing with
you? I have told you already, Athenians, the whole truth about this matter: they
like to hear the cross-examination of the pretenders to wisdom; there is amuse-
ment in it. Now this duty of cross-examining other men has been imposed upon
me by God; and has been signified to me by oracles, visions, and in every way in
which the will of divine power was ever intimated to any one. This is true, O
Athenians, or, if not true, would be soon refuted.

If I am or have been corrupting the youth, those of them who are now
grown up and have become sensible that I gave them bad advice in the days of
their youth should come forward as accusers, and take their revenge; or if they do
not like to come themselves, some of their relatives, fathers, brothers, or other
kinsmen, should say what evil their families have suffered at my hands. Now is
their time. 

Many of them I see in the court. There is Crito, who is of the same age
and of the same deme with myself, and there is Critobulus his son, whom I also
see. Then again there is Lysanias of Sphettus, who is the father of Aeschines—he
is present; and also there is Antiphon of Cephisus, who is the father of Epigenes;
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and there are the brothers of several who have associated with me. There is
Nicostratus the son of Theosdotides, and the brother of Theodotus (now
Theodotus himself is dead, and therefore he, at any rate, will not seek to stop
him); and there is Paralus the son of Demodocus, who had a brother Theages;
and Adeimantus the son of Ariston, whose brother Plato is present; and
Aeantodorus, who is the brother of Apollodorus, whom I also see. I might
mention a great many others, some of whom Meletus should have produced as
witnesses in the course of his speech; and let him still produce them, if he has
forgotten—I will make way for him.

 And let him say, if he has any testimony of the sort which he can
produce. Nay, Athenians, the very opposite is the truth. For all these are ready to
witness on behalf of the corrupter, of the injurer of their kindred, as Meletus and
Anytus call me; not the corrupted youth only—there might have been a motive
for that—but their uncorrupted elder relatives. Why should they too support me
with their testimony? Why, indeed, except for the sake of truth and justice, and
because they know that I am speaking the truth, and that Meletus is a liar.

Well, Athenians, this and the like of this is all the defence which I have to
offer. Yet a word more. Perhaps there may be some one who is offended at me,
when he calls to mind how he himself on a similar, or even a less serious occasion,
prayed and entreated the judges with many tears, and how he produced his child-
ren in court, which was a moving spectacle, together with a host of relations and
friends; whereas I, who am probably in danger of my life, will do none of these
things. The contrast may occur to his mind, and he may be set against me, and
vote in anger because he is displeased at me on this account. Now if there be such
a person among you,—mind, I do not say that there is,—to him I may fairly reply:
My friend, I am a man, and like other men, a creature of flesh and blood, and not
‘of wood or stone,’ as Homer says; and I have a family, yes, and sons, O Atheni-
ans, three in number, one almost a man, and two others who are still young; and
yet I will not bring any of them hither in order to petition you for an acquittal.
And why not? Not from any self-assertion or want of respect for you.

Whether I am or am not afraid of death is another question, of which I
will not now speak. But, having regard to public opinion, I feel that such conduct
would be discreditable to myself, and to you, and to the whole state. One who has
reached my years, and who has a name for wisdom, ought not to demean himself.
Whether this opinion of me be deserved or not, at any rate the world has decided
that Socrates is in some way superior to other men. And if those among you who
are said to be superior in wisdom and courage, and any other virtue, demean
themselves in this way, how shameful is their conduct! I have seen men of reputa-
tion, when they have been condemned, behaving in the strangest manner: they
seemed to fancy that they were going to suffer something dreadful if they died,
and that they could be immortal if you only allowed them to live; and I think that
such are a dishonour to the state, and that any stranger coming in would have said
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of them that the most eminent men of Athens, to whom the Athenians
themselves give honour and command, are no better than women.

And I say that these things ought not to be done by those of us who have
a reputation; and if they are done, you ought not to permit them; you ought
rather to show that you are far more disposed to condemn the man who gets up a
doleful scene and makes the city ridiculous, than him who holds his peace. But
setting aside the question of public opinion, there seems to be something wrong
in asking a favour of a judge, and thus procuring an acquittal, instead of informing
and convincing him. For his duty is not to make a present of justice but to give
judgment; and he has sworn that he will judge according to the laws and not
according to his own pleasure; and we ought not to encourage you, nor should
you allow yourselves to be encouraged, in this habit of perjury—there can be no
piety in that.

Do not then require me to do what I consider dishonourable and impious
and wrong, especially now, when I am being tried for impiety on the indictment
of Meletus. For if, O men of Athens, by force of persuasion and entreaty I could
overpower your oaths, then I should be teaching you to believe that there are no
gods, and in defending should simply convict myself of the charge of not believ-
ing in them. But that is not so—far otherwise. For I do believe that there are
gods, and in a sense higher than that in which any of my accusers believe in them.
And to you and to God I commit my cause, to be determined by you as is best
for you and me.

•

There are many reasons why I am not grieved, O men of Athens, at the
vote of condemnation. I expected it, and am only surprised that the votes are so
nearly equal; for I had thought that the majority against me would have been far
larger; but now, had thirty votes gone over to the other side, I should have been
acquitted. And I may say, I think, that I have escaped Meletus. I may say more;
for without the assistance of Anytus and Lycon, any one may see that he would
not have had a fifth part of the votes, as the law requires, in which case he would
have incurred a fine of a thousand drachmae. And so he proposes death as the
penalty. And what shall I propose on my part, O men of Athens?

Clearly that which is my due. And what is my due? What return shall be
made to the man who has never had the wit to be idle during his whole life; but
has been careless of what the many care for—wealth, and family interests, and
military offices, and speaking in the assembly, and magistracies, and plots, and
parties. Reflecting that I was really too honest a man to be a politician and live, I
did not go where I could do no good to you or to myself; but where I could do
the greatest good privately to every one of you, thither I went, and sought to
persuade every man among you that he must look to himself, and seek virtue and
wisdom before he looks to his private interests, and look to the state before he
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looks to the interests of the state; and that this should be the order which he
observes in all his actions. What shall be done to such an one?

Doubtless some good thing, O men of Athens, if he has his reward; and
the good should be of a kind suitable to him. What would be a reward suitable to
a poor man who is your benefactor, and who desires leisure that he may instruct
you? There can be no reward so fitting as maintenance in the Prytaneum, O men
of Athens, a reward which he deserves far more than the citizen who has won the
prize at Olympia in the horse or chariot race, whether the chariots were drawn by
two horses or by many. For I am in want, and he has enough; and he only gives
you the appearance of happiness, and I give you the reality. And if I am to esti-
mate the penalty fairly, I should say that maintenance in the Prytaneum is the just
return.

Perhaps you think that I am braving you in what I am saying now, as in
what I said before about the tears and prayers. But this is not so. I speak rather
because I am convinced that I never intentionally wronged any one, although I
cannot convince you—the time has been too short; if there were a law at Athens,
as there is in other cities, that a capital cause should not be decided in one day,
then I believe that I should have convinced you. But I cannot in a moment refute
great slanders; and, as I am convinced that I never wronged another, I will assur-
edly not wrong myself. I will not say of myself that I deserve any evil, or propose
any penalty.

Why should I? because I am afraid of the penalty of death which Meletus
proposes? When I do not know whether death is a good or an evil, why should I
propose a penalty which would certainly be an evil? Shall I say imprisonment?
And why should I live in prison, and be the slave of the magistrates of the year—
of the Eleven? Or shall the penalty be a fine, and imprisonment until the fine is
paid? There is the same objection. I should have to lie in prison, for money I have
none, and cannot pay. And if I say exile (and this may possibly be the penalty
which you will affix), I must indeed be blinded by the love of life, if I am so irra-
tional as to expect that when you, who are my own citizens, cannot endure my
discourses and words, and have found them so grievous and odious that you will
have no more of them, others are likely to endure me.

No indeed, men of Athens, that is not very likely. And what a life should I
lead, at my age, wandering from city to city, ever changing my place of exile, and
always being driven out! For I am quite sure that wherever I go, there, as here, the
young men will flock to me; and if I drive them away, their elders will drive me
out at their request; and if I let them come, their fathers and friends will drive me
out for their sakes.

Some one will say: Yes, Socrates, but cannot you hold your tongue, and
then you may go into a foreign city, and no one will interfere with you? Now I
have great difficulty in making you understand my answer to this. For if I tell you
that to do as you say would be a disobedience to the God, and therefore that I
cannot hold my tongue, you will not believe that I am serious; and if I say again
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that daily to discourse about virtue, and of those other things about which you
hear me examining myself and others, is the greatest good of man, and that the
unexamined life is not worth living, you are still less likely to believe me. Yet I say
what is true, although a thing of which it is hard for me to persuade you. Also, I
have never been accustomed to think that I deserve to suffer any harm. 

Had I money I might have estimated the offence at what I was able to
pay, and not have been much the worse. But I have none, and therefore I must
ask you to proportion the fine to my means. Well, perhaps I could afford a mina,
and therefore I propose that penalty: Plato, Crito, Critobulus, and Apollodorus,
my friends here, bid me say thirty minae, and they will be the sureties. Let thirty
minae be the penalty; for which sum they will be ample security to you.

•

Not much time will be gained, O Athenians, in return for the evil name
which you will get from the detractors of the city, who will say that you killed
Socrates, a wise man; for they will call me wise, even although I am not wise,
when they want to reproach you. If you had waited a little while, your desire
would have been fulfilled in the course of nature. For I am far advanced in years,
as you may perceive, and not far from death. I am speaking now not to all of you,
but only to those who have condemned me to death.

And I have another thing to say to them: you think that I was convicted
because I had no words of the sort which would have procured my acquittal—I
mean, if I had thought fit to leave nothing undone or unsaid. Not so; the deficien-
cy which led to my conviction was not of words—certainly not. But I had not the
boldness or impudence or inclination to address you as you would have liked me
to do, weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying and doing many things
which you have been accustomed to hear from others, and which, as I maintain,
are unworthy of me. I thought at the time that I ought not to do anything com-
mon or mean when in danger: nor do I now repent of the style of my defense; I
would rather die having spoken after my manner, than speak in your manner and
live.

For neither in war nor yet at law ought I or any man to use every way of
escaping death. Often in battle there can be no doubt that if a man will throw
away his arms, and fall on his knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and
in other dangers there are other ways of escaping death, if a man is willing to say
and do anything. The difficulty, my friends, is not to avoid death, but to avoid
unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death. I am old and move slowly, and
the slower runner has overtaken me, and my accusers are keen and quick, and the
faster runner, who is unrighteousness, has overtaken them. And now I depart
hence condemned by you to suffer the penalty of death, —they too go their ways
condemned by the truth to suffer the penalty of villainy and wrong; and I must
abide by my award—let them abide by theirs.
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I suppose that these things may be regarded as fated,—and I think that
they are well. And now, O men who have condemned me, I would fain prophesy
to you; for I am about to die, and in the hour of death men are gifted with proph-
etic power. And I prophesy to you who are my murderers, that immediately after
my departure punishment far heavier than you have inflicted on me will surely
await you. Me you have killed because you wanted to escape the accuser, and not
to give an account of your lives. But that will not be as you suppose: far other-
wise. For I say that there will be more accusers of you than there are now; accus-
ers whom hitherto I have restrained: and as they are younger they will be more
inconsiderate with you, and you will be more offended at them. If you think that
by killing men you can prevent some one from censuring your evil lives, you are
mistaken; that is not a way of escape which is either possible or honourable; the
easiest and the noblest way is not to be disabling others, but to be improving
yourselves.

This is the prophecy which I utter before my departure to the judges who
have condemned me. Friends, who would have acquitted me, I would like also to
talk with you about the thing which has come to pass, while the magistrates are
busy, and before I go to the place at which I must die. Stay then a little, for we
may as well talk with one another while there is time. You are my friends, and I
should like to show you the meaning of this event which has happened to me.

O my judges—for you I may truly call judges—I should like to tell you of
a wonderful circumstance. Hitherto the divine faculty of which the internal oracle
is the source has constantly been in the habit of opposing me even about trifles, if
I was going to make a slip or error in any matter; and now as you see there has
come upon me that which may be thought, and is generally believed to be, the last
and worst evil. But the oracle made no sign of opposition, either when I was leav-
ing my house in the morning, or when I was on my way to the court, or while I
was speaking, at anything which I was going to say; and yet I have often been
stopped in the middle of a speech, but now in nothing I either said or did touch-
ing the matter in hand has the oracle opposed me. What do I take to be the
explanation of this silence?

I will tell you. It is an intimation that what has happened to me is a good,
and that those of us who think that death is an evil are in error. For the custom-
ary sign would surely have opposed me had I been going to evil and not to good.
Let us reflect in another way, and we shall see that there is great reason to hope
that death is a good; for one of two things—either death is a state of nothingness
and utter unconsciousness, or, as men say, there is a change and migration of the
soul from this world to another. Now if you suppose that there is no conscious-
ness, but a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed even by dreams, death
will be an unspeakable gain. For if a person were to select the night in which his
sleep was undisturbed even by dreams, and were to compare with this the other
days and nights of his life, and then were to tell us how many days and nights he
had passed in the course of his life better and more pleasantly than this one, I
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think that any man, I will not say a private man, but even the great king will not
find many such days or nights, when compared with the others.

Now if death be of such a nature, I say that to die is gain; for eternity is
then only a single night. But if death is the journey to another place, and there, as
men say, all the dead abide, what good, O my friends and judges, can be greater
than this? If indeed when the pilgrim arrives in the world below, he is delivered
from the professors of justice in this world, and finds the true judges who are said
to give judgment there, Minos and Rhadamanthus and Aeacus and Triptolemus,
and other sons of God who were righteous in their own life, that pilgrimage will
be worth making. What would not a man give if he might converse with Orpheus
and Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer? Nay, if this be true, let me die again and
again. I myself, too, shall have a wonderful interest in there meeting and convers-
ing with Palamedes, and Ajax the son of Telamon, and any other ancient hero
who has suffered death through an unjust judgment; and there will be no small
pleasure, as I think, in comparing my own sufferings with theirs.

Above all, I shall then be able to continue my search into true and false
knowledge; as in this world, so also in the next; and I shall find out who is wise,
and who pretends to be wise, and is not. What would not a man give, O judges, to
be able to examine the leader of the great Trojan expedition; or Odysseus or
Sisyphus, or numberless others, men and women too! What infinite delight would
there be in conversing with them and asking them questions! In another world
they do not put a man to death for asking questions: assuredly not. For besides
being happier than we are, they will be immortal, if what is said is true.

Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, and know of a
certainty, that no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death. He
and his are not neglected by the gods; nor has my own approaching end happen-
ed by mere chance. But I see clearly that the time had arrived when it was better
for me to die and be released from trouble; wherefore the oracle gave no sign.
For which reason, also, I am not angry with my condemners, or with my accusers;
they have done me no harm, although they did not mean to do me any good; and
for this I may gently blame them.

Still I have a favour to ask of them. When my sons are grown up, I would
ask you, O my friends, to punish them; and I would have you trouble them, as I
have troubled you, if they seem to care about riches, or anything, more than
about virtue; or if they pretend to be something when they are really nothing,—
then reprove them, as I have reproved you, for not caring about that for which
they ought to care, and thinking that they are something when they are really
nothing. And if you do this, both I and my sons will have received justice at your
hands.

The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways—I to die, and you
to live. Which is better God only knows. 
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Ph ae d o

Translated by Benjamin Jowett

PERSONS OF THE DIALOGUE: Phaedo, who is the narrator of the dialogue
to Echecrates of Phlius. Socrates, Apollodorus, Simmias, Cebes, Crito, and an
Attendant of the Prison.

THE SETTING: The Prison of Socrates.

E
CHECRATES: Were you yourself, Phaedo, in the prison with
Socrates on the day when he drank the poison?

PHAEDO: Yes, Echecrates, I was.
ECHECRATES: I should so like to hear about his death. What did he say

in his last hours? We were informed that he died by taking poison, but no one
knew anything more; for no Phliasian ever goes to Athens now, and it is a long
time since any stranger from Athens has found his way hither; so that we had no
clear account.

PHAEDO: Did you not hear of the proceedings at the trial?
ECHECRATES: Yes; some one told us about the trial, and we could not

understand why, having been condemned, he should have been put to death, not
at the time, but long afterwards. What was the reason of this?

PHAEDO: An accident, Echecrates: the stern of the ship which the
Athenians send to Delos happened to have been crowned on the day before he
was tried.

ECHECRATES: What is this ship?
PHAEDO: It is the ship in which, according to Athenian tradition,

Theseus went to Crete when he took with him the fourteen youths, and was the
saviour of them and of himself. And they were said to have vowed to Apollo at
the time, that if they were saved they would send a yearly mission to Delos. Now
this custom still continues, and the whole period of the voyage to and from
Delos, beginning when the priest of Apollo crowns the stern of the ship, is a holy
season, during which the city is not allowed to be polluted by public executions;
and when the vessel is detained by contrary winds, the time spent in going and
returning is very considerable. As I was saying, the ship was crowned on the day
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before the trial, and this was the reason why Socrates lay in prison and was not
put to death until long after he was condemned.

ECHECRATES: What was the manner of his death, Phaedo? What was
said or done? And which of his friends were with him? Or did the authorities
forbid them to be present—so that he had no friends near him when he died?

PHAEDO: No; there were several of them with him.
ECHECRATES: If you have nothing to do, I wish that you would tell me

what passed, as exactly as you can.
PHAEDO: I have nothing at all to do, and will try to gratify your wish. To

be reminded of Socrates is always the greatest delight to me, whether I speak
myself or hear another speak of him.

ECHECRATES: You will have listeners who are of the same mind with
you, and I hope that you will be as exact as you can.

PHAEDO: I had a singular feeling at being in his company. For I could
hardly believe that I was present at the death of a friend, and therefore I did not
pity him, Echecrates; he died so fearlessly, and his words and bearing were so
noble and gracious, that to me he appeared blessed. I thought that in going to the
other world he could not be without a divine call, and that he would be happy, if
any man ever was, when he arrived there, and therefore I did not pity him as
might have seemed natural at such an hour. But I had not the pleasure which I
usually feel in philosophical discourse (for philosophy was the theme of which we
spoke). I was pleased, but in the pleasure there was also a strange admixture of
pain; for I reflected that he was soon to die, and this double feeling was shared by
us all; we were laughing and weeping by turns, especially the excitable Apollodorus
—you know the sort of man?

ECHECRATES: Yes.
PHAEDO: He was quite beside himself; and I and all of us were greatly

moved.
ECHECRATES: Who were present?
PHAEDO: Of native Athenians there were, besides Apollodorus,

Critobulus and his father Crito, Hermogenes, Epigenes, Aeschines, Antisthenes;
likewise Ctesippus of the deme of Paeania, Menexenus, and some others; Plato, if
I am not mistaken, was ill.

ECHECRATES: Were there any strangers?
PHAEDO: Yes, there were; Simmias the Theban, and Cebes, and

Phaedondes; Euclid and Terpison, who came from Megara.
ECHECRATES: And was Aristippus there, and Cleombrotus?
PHAEDO: No, they were said to be in Aegina.
ECHECRATES: Any one else?
PHAEDO: I think that these were nearly all.
ECHECRATES: Well, and what did you talk about?
PHAEDO: I will begin at the beginning, and endeavour to repeat the

entire conversation.
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On the previous days we had been in the habit of assembling early in the
morning at the court in which the trial took place, and which is not far from the
prison. There we used to wait talking with one another until the opening of the
doors (for they were not opened very early); then we went in and generally passed
the day with Socrates. On the last morning we assembled sooner than usual, hav-
ing heard on the day before when we quitted the prison in the evening that the
sacred ship had come from Delos, and so we arranged to meet very early at the
accustomed place. On our arrival the jailer who answered the door, instead of
admitting us, came out and told us to stay until he called us. ‘For the Eleven,’ he
said, ‘are now with Socrates; they are taking off his chains, and giving orders that
he is to die today.’ He soon returned and said that we might come in.

On entering we found Socrates just released from chains, and Xanthippe,
whom you know, sitting by him, and holding his child in her arms. When she saw
us she uttered a cry and said, as women will: ‘O Socrates, this is the last time that
either you will converse with your friends, or they with you.’ Socrates turned to
Crito and said: ‘Crito, let some one take her home.’ Some of Crito’s people accor-
dingly led her away, crying out and beating herself. And when she was gone,
Socrates, sitting up on the couch, bent and rubbed his leg, saying, as he was
rubbing:

“How singular is the thing called pleasure, and how curiously related to
pain, which might be thought to be the opposite of it; for they are never present
to a man at the same instant, and yet he who pursues either is generally compelled
to take the other; their bodies are two, but they are joined by a single head. And I
cannot help thinking that if Aesop had remembered them, he would have made a
fable about God trying to reconcile their strife, and how, when he could not, he
fastened their heads together; and this is the reason why when one comes the
other follows, as I know by my own experience now, when after the pain in my
leg which was caused by the chain pleasure appears to succeed.”

Upon this Cebes said: I am glad, Socrates, that you have mentioned the
name of Aesop. For it reminds me of a question which has been asked by many,
and was asked of me only the day before yesterday by Evenus the poet —he will
be sure to ask it again, and therefore if you would like me to have an answer ready
for him, you may as well tell me what I should say to him:—he wanted to know
why you, who never before wrote a line of poetry, now that you are in prison are
turning Aesop’s fables into verse, and also composing that hymn in honour of
Apollo.

Tell him, Cebes, he replied, what is the truth—that I had no idea of rival-
ling him or his poems; to do so, as I knew, would be no easy task. But I wanted to
see whether I could purge away a scruple which I felt about the meaning of
certain dreams. In the course of my life I have often had intimations in dreams
‘that I should compose music.’ The same dream came to me sometimes in one
form, and sometimes in another, but always saying the same or nearly the same
words: ‘Cultivate and make music,’ said the dream. And hitherto I had imagined
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that this was only intended to exhort and encourage me in the study of philoso-
phy, which has been the pursuit of my life, and is the noblest and best of music.
The dream was bidding me do what I was already doing, in the same way that the
competitor in a race is bidden by the spectators to run when he is already running.

But I was not certain of this, for the dream might have meant music in the
popular sense of the word, and being under sentence of death, and the festival
giving me a respite, I thought that it would be safer for me to satisfy the scruple,
and, in obedience to the dream, to compose a few verses before I departed. And
first I made a hymn in honour of the god of the festival, and then considering
that a poet, if he is really to be a poet, should not only put together words, but
should invent stories, and that I have no invention, I took some fables of Aesop,
which I had ready at hand and which I knew—they were the first I came upon—
and turned them into verse. Tell this to Evenus, Cebes, and bid him be of good
cheer; say that I would have him come after me if he be a wise man, and not tarry;
and that today I am likely to be going, for the Athenians say that I must.

Simmias said: What a message for such a man! having been a frequent
companion of his I should say that, as far as I know him, he will never take your
advice unless he is obliged.

Why, said Socrates,—is not Evenus a philosopher? I think that he is, said
Simmias. Then he, or any man who has the spirit of philosophy, will be willing to
die, but he will not take his own life, for that is held to be unlawful. Here he
changed his position, and put his legs off the couch on to the ground, and during
the rest of the conversation he remained sitting.

Why do you say, enquired Cebes, that a man ought not to take his own
life, but that the philosopher will be ready to follow the dying?

 Socrates replied: And have you, Cebes and Simmias, who are the disciples
of Philolaus, never heard him speak of this?

Yes, but his language was obscure, Socrates.
My words, too, are only an echo; but there is no reason why I should not

repeat what I have heard: and indeed, as I am going to another place, it is very
meet for me to be thinking and talking of the nature of the pilgrimage which I am
about to make. What can I do better in the interval between this and the setting
of the sun?

Then tell me, Socrates, why is suicide held to be unlawful? as I have
certainly heard Philolaus, about whom you were just now asking, affirm when he
was staying with us at Thebes: and there are others who say the same, although I
have never understood what was meant by any of them.

Do not lose heart, replied Socrates, and the day may come when you will
understand. I suppose that you wonder why, when other things which are evil
may be good at certain times and to certain persons, death is to be the only
exception, and why, when a man is better dead, he is not permitted to be his own
benefactor, but must wait for the hand of another.
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Very true, said Cebes, laughing gently and speaking in his native Boeotian.
I admit the appearance of inconsistency in what I am saying; but there may not be
any real inconsistency after all. There is a doctrine whispered in secret that man is
a prisoner who has no right to open the door and run away; this is a great mystery
which I do not quite understand. Yet I too believe that the gods are our guardi-
ans, and that we are a possession of theirs. Do you not agree?

Yes, I quite agree, said Cebes. And if one of your own possessions, an ox
or an ass, for example, took the liberty of putting himself out of the way when
you had given no intimation of your wish that he should die, would you not be
angry with him, and would you not punish him if you could?

Certainly, replied Cebes.
Then, if we look at the matter thus, there may be reason in saying that a

man should wait, and not take his own life until God summons him, as he is now
summoning me.

Yes, Socrates, said Cebes, there seems to be truth in what you say. And
yet how can you reconcile this seemingly true belief that God is our guardian and
we his possessions, with the willingness to die which we were just now attributing
to the philosopher? That the wisest of men should be willing to leave a service in
which they are ruled by the gods who are the best of rulers, is not reasonable; for
surely no wise man thinks that when set at liberty he can take better care of him-
self than the gods take of him. A fool may perhaps think so—he may argue that
he had better run away from his master, not considering that his duty is to remain
to the end, and not to run away from the good, and that there would be no sense
in his running away. The wise man will want to be ever with him who is better
than himself. Now this, Socrates, is the reverse of what was just now said; for
upon this view the wise man should sorrow and the fool rejoice at passing out of
life.

The earnestness of Cebes seemed to please Socrates. Here, said he, turn-
ing to us, is a man who is always inquiring, and is not so easily convinced by the
first thing which he hears. And certainly, added Simmias, the objection which he
is now making does appear to me to have some force. For what can be the mean-
ing of a truly wise man wanting to fly away and lightly leave a master who is better
than himself? And I rather imagine that Cebes is referring to you; he thinks that
you are too ready to leave us, and too ready to leave the gods whom you acknow-
ledge to be our good masters.

Yes, replied Socrates; there is reason in what you say. And so you think
that I ought to answer your indictment as if I were in a court?

We should like you to do so, said Simmias.
Then I must try to make a more successful defence before you than I did

when before the judges. For I am quite ready to admit, Simmias and Cebes, that I
ought to be grieved at death, if I were not persuaded in the first place that I am
going to other gods who are wise and good (of which I am as certain as I can be
of any such matters), and secondly (though I am not so sure of this last) to men
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departed, better than those whom I leave behind; and therefore I do not grieve as
I might have done, for I have good hope that there is yet something remaining
for the dead, and as has been said of old, some far better thing for the good than
for the evil.

But do you mean to take away your thoughts with you, Socrates? said
Simmias. Will you not impart them to us?—for they are a benefit in which we too
are entitled to share. Moreover, if you succeed in convincing us, that will be an
answer to the charge against yourself.

I will do my best, replied Socrates. But you must first let me hear what
Crito wants; he has long been wishing to say something to me.

Only this, Socrates, replied Crito:—the attendant who is to give you the
poison has been telling me, and he wants me to tell you, that you are not to talk
much, talking, he says, increases heat, and this is apt to interfere with the action of
the poison; persons who excite themselves are sometimes obliged to take a
second or even a third dose.

Then, said Socrates, let him mind his business and be prepared to give the
poison twice or even thrice if necessary; that is all.

I knew quite well what you would say, replied Crito; but I was obliged to
satisfy him.

Never mind him, he said. And now, O my judges, I desire to prove to you
that the real philosopher has reason to be of good cheer when he is about to die,
and that after death he may hope to obtain the greatest good in the other world.
And how this may be, Simmias and Cebes, I will endeavour to explain. For I
deem that the true votary of philosophy is likely to be misunderstood by other
men; they do not perceive that he is always pursuing death and dying; and if this
be so, and he has had the desire of death all his life long, why when his time
comes should he repine at that which he has been always pursuing and desiring?

Simmias said laughingly: Though not in a laughing humour, you have
made me laugh, Socrates; for I cannot help thinking that the many when they
hear your words will say how truly you have described philosophers, and our
people at home will likewise say that the life which philosophers desire is in reality
death, and that they have found them out to be deserving of the death which they
desire.

And they are right, Simmias, in thinking so, with the exception of the
words ‘they have found them out’; for they have not found out either what is the
nature of that death which the true philosopher deserves, or how he deserves or
desires death. But enough of them:—let us discuss the matter among ourselves:
Do we believe that there is such a thing as death?

To be sure, replied Simmias.
Is it not the separation of soul and body? And to be dead is the comple-

tion of this; when the soul exists in herself, and is released from the body and the
body is released from the soul, what is this but death?

Just so, he replied.
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There is another question, which will probably throw light on our present
inquiry if you and I can agree about it:—Ought the philosopher to care about the
pleasures—if they are to be called pleasures—of eating and drinking?

Certainly not, answered Simmias.
And what about the pleasures of love—should he care for them?
By no means.
And will he think much of the other ways of indulging the body, for

example, the acquisition of costly raiment, or sandals, or other adornments of the
body? Instead of caring about them, does he not rather despise anything more
than nature needs? What do you say?

I should say that the true philosopher would despise them.
Would you not say that he is entirely concerned with the soul and not

with the body? He would like, as far as he can, to get away from the body and to
turn to the soul.

Quite true.
In matters of this sort philosophers, above all other men, may be obser-

ved in every sort of way to dissever the soul from the communion of the body.
Very true.
Whereas, Simmias, the rest of the world are of opinion that to him who

has no sense of pleasure and no part in bodily pleasure, life is not worth having;
and that he who is indifferent about them is as good as dead.

That is also true.
What again shall we say of the actual acquirement of knowledge?—is the

body, if invited to share in the enquiry, a hinderer or a helper? I mean to say, have
sight and hearing any truth in them? Are they not, as the poets tell us, inaccurate
witnesses? and yet, if even they are inaccurate and indistinct, what is to be said of
the other senses?—for you will allow that they are the best of them?

Certainly, he replied.
Then when does the soul attain truth?—for in attempting to consider

anything in company with the body she is obviously deceived.
True.
Then must not true existence be revealed to her in thought, if at all?
Yes.
And thought is best when the mind is gathered into herself and none of

these things trouble her—neither sounds nor sights nor pain nor any pleasure,—
when she takes leave of the body, and has as little as possible to do with it, when
she has no bodily sense or desire, but is aspiring after true being?

Certainly.
And in this the philosopher dishonours the body; his soul runs away from

his body and desires to be alone and by herself?
That is true.
Well, but there is another thing, Simmias: Is there or is there not an

absolute justice?
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Assuredly there is.
And an absolute beauty and absolute good?
Of course.
But did you ever behold any of them with your eyes?
Certainly not.
Or did you ever reach them with any other bodily sense?—and I speak

not of these alone, but of absolute greatness, and health, and strength, and of the
essence or true nature of everything. Has the reality of them ever been perceived
by you through the bodily organs? or rather, is not the nearest approach to the
knowledge of their several natures made by him who so orders his intellectual
vision as to have the most exact conception of the essence of each thing which he
considers?

Certainly.
And he attains to the purest knowledge of them who goes to each with

the mind alone, not introducing or intruding in the act of thought sight or any
other sense together with reason, but with the very light of the mind in her own
clearness searches into the very truth of each; he who has got rid, as far as he can,
of eyes and ears and, so to speak, of the whole body, these being in his opinion
distracting elements which when they infect the soul hinder her from acquiring
truth and knowledge—who, if not he, is likely to attain the knowledge of true
being?

What you say has a wonderful truth in it, Socrates, replied Simmias.
And when real philosophers consider all these things, will they not be led

to make a reflection which they will express in words something like the follow-
ing? ‘Have we not found,’ they will say, ‘a path of thought which seems to bring
us and our argument to the conclusion, that while we are in the body, and while
the soul is infected with the evils of the body, our desire will not be satisfied? and
our desire is of the truth. For the body is a source of endless trouble to us by
reason of the mere requirement of food; and is liable also to diseases which over-
take and impede us in the search after true being: it fills us full of loves, and lusts,
and fears, and fancies of all kinds, and endless foolery, and in fact, as men say,
takes away from us the power of thinking at all.

Whence come wars, and fightings, and factions? whence but from the
body and the lusts of the body? wars are occasioned by the love of money, and
money has to be acquired for the sake and in the service of the body; and by
reason of all these impediments we have no time to give to philosophy; and, last
and worst of all, even if we are at leisure and betake ourselves to some specula-
tion, the body is always breaking in upon us, causing turmoil and confusion in our
enquiries, and so amazing us that we are prevented from seeing the truth.

It has been proved to us by experience that if we would have pure know-
ledge of anything we must be quit of the body—the soul in herself must behold
things in themselves: and then we shall attain the wisdom which we desire, and of
which we say that we are lovers, not while we live, but after death; for if while in
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company with the body, the soul cannot have pure knowledge, one of two things
follows—either knowledge is not to be attained at all, or, if at all, after death. For
then, and not till then, the soul will be parted from the body and exist in herself
alone. In this present life, I reckon that we make the nearest approach to know-
ledge when we have the least possible intercourse or communion with the body,
and are not surfeited with the bodily nature, but keep ourselves pure until the
hour when God himself is pleased to release us.

And thus having got rid of the foolishness of the body we shall be pure
and hold converse with the pure, and know of ourselves the clear light every-
where, which is no other than the light of truth.’ For the impure are not permit-
ted to approach the pure. These are the sort of words, Simmias, which the true
lovers of knowledge cannot help saying to one another, and thinking. You would
agree; would you not?

Undoubtedly, Socrates.
But, O my friend, if this is true, there is great reason to hope that, going

whither I go, when I have come to the end of my journey, I shall attain that
which has been the pursuit of my life. And therefore I go on my way rejoicing,
and not I only, but every other man who believes that his mind has been made
ready and that he is in a manner purified.

Certainly, replied Simmias.
And what is purification but the separation of the soul from the body, as I

was saying before; the habit of the soul gathering and collecting herself into her-
self from all sides out of the body; the dwelling in her own place alone, as in
another life, so also in this, as far as she can;—the release of the soul from the
chains of the body? Very true, he said. And this separation and release of the soul
from the body is termed death?

To be sure, he said.
And the true philosophers, and they only, are ever seeking to release the

soul. Is not the separation and release of the soul from the body their especial
study?

That is true.
And, as I was saying at first, there would be a ridiculous contradiction in

men studying to live as nearly as they can in a state of death, and yet repining
when it comes upon them.

Clearly.
And the true philosophers, Simmias, are always occupied in the practice of

dying, wherefore also to them least of all men is death terrible. Look at the matter
thus:—if they have been in every way the enemies of the body, and are wanting to
be alone with the soul, when this desire of theirs is granted, how inconsistent
would they be if they trembled and repined, instead of rejoicing at their departure
to that place where, when they arrive, they hope to gain that which in life they
desired—and this was wisdom—and at the same time to be rid of the company of
their enemy. Many a man has been willing to go to the world below animated by
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the hope of seeing there an earthly love, or wife, or son, and conversing with
them. Will he who is a true lover of wisdom,and is strongly persuaded in like man-
ner that only in the world below he can worthily enjoy her still repine at death?
Will he not depart with joy?

 Surely he will, O my friend, if he be a true philosopher. For he will have a
firm conviction that there and there only, he can find wisdom in her purity. And
if this be true, he would be very absurd, as I was saying, if he were afraid of death. 
. . . 

Cebes answered: I agree, Socrates, in the greater part of what you say. But
in what concerns the soul, men are apt to be incredulous; they fear that when she
has left the body her place may be nowhere, and that on the very day of death she
may perish and come to an end—immediately on her release from the body, issu-
ing forth dispersed like smoke or air and in her flight vanishing away into nothing-
ness. If she could only be collected into herself after she has obtained release
from the evils of which you are speaking, there would be good reason to hope,
Socrates, that what you say is true. But surely it requires a great deal of argument
and many proofs to show that when the man is dead his soul yet exists, and has
any force or intelligence.

True, Cebes, said Socrates; and shall I suggest that we converse a little of
the probabilities of these things?

I am sure, said Cebes, that I should greatly like to know your opinion
about them.

I reckon, said Socrates, that no one who heard me now, not even if he
were one of my old enemies, the Comic poets, could accuse me of idle talking
about matters in which I have no concern:—If you please, then, we will proceed
with the inquiry.

Suppose we consider the question whether the souls of men after death
are or are not in the world below. There comes into my mind an ancient doctrine
which affirms that they go from hence into the other world, and returning hither,
are born again from the dead. Now if it be true that the living come from the
dead, then our souls must exist in the other world, for if not, how could they have
been born again? And this would be conclusive, if there were any real evidence
that the living are only born from the dead; but if this is not so, then other
arguments will have to be adduced.

Very true, replied Cebes.
Then let us consider the whole question, not in relation to man only, but

in relation to animals generally, and to plants, and to everything of which there is
generation, and the proof will be easier. Are not all things which have opposites
generated out of their opposites? I mean such things as good and evil, just and
unjust—and there are innumerable other opposites which are generated out of
opposites. And I want to show that in all opposites there is of necessity a similar
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alternation; I mean to say, for example, that anything which becomes greater must
become greater after being less.

True.
And that which becomes less must have been once greater and then have

become less. Yes. And the weaker is generated from the stronger, and the swifter
from the slower.

Very true.
And the worse is from the better, and the more just is from the more

unjust.
Of course.
And is this true of all opposites? and are we convinced that all of them are

generated out of opposites?
Yes. 
And in this universal opposition of all things, are there not also two inter-

mediate processes which are ever going on, from one to the other opposite, and
back again; where there is a greater and a less there is also an intermediate process
of increase and diminution, and that which grows is said to wax, and that which
decays to wane?

Yes, he said.
And there are many other processes, such as division and composition,

cooling and heating, which equally involve a passage into and out of one another.
And this necessarily holds of all opposites, even though not always expressed in
words—they are really generated out of one another, and there is a passing or
process from one to the other of them?

Very true, he replied.
Well, and is there not an opposite of life, as sleep is the opposite of

waking?
True, he said.
And what is it?
Death, he answered.
And these, if they are opposites, are generated the one from the other,

and have there their two intermediate processes also?
Of course.
Now, said Socrates, I will analyze one of the two pairs of opposites which

I have mentioned to you, and also its intermediate processes, and you shall anal-
yze the other to me. One of them I term sleep, the other waking. The state of
sleep is opposed to the state of waking, and out of sleeping waking is generated,
and out of waking, sleeping; and the process of generation is in the one case fall-
ing asleep, and in the other waking up. Do you agree?

I entirely agree.
Then, suppose that you analyze life and death to me in the same manner.

Is not death opposed to life?
Yes.
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And they are generated one from the other?
Yes.
What is generated from the living?
The dead.
And what from the dead?
I can only say in answer—the living.
Then the living, whether things or persons, are generated from the dead?
That is clear, he replied.
Then the inference is that our souls exist in the world below?
That is true.
And one of the two processes or generations is visible—for surely the act

of dying is visible?
Surely, he said.
What then is the result? Shall we exclude the opposite process? Shall we

suppose nature walks on one leg only? Must we not rather assign to death some
corresponding process of generation?

Certainly, he replied.
And what is that process?
Return to life.

           And return to life, if there be such a thing, is the birth of the dead into the
world of the living?

Quite true.
Then here is a new way by which we arrive at the conclusion that the

living come from the dead, just as the dead come from the living; and this, if true,
affords a most certain proof that the souls of the dead exist in some place out of
which they come again. 
             Yes, Socrates, he said; the conclusion seems to flow necessarily out of
our previous admissions.   . . . 

Cebes added: Your favorite doctrine, Socrates, that knowledge is simply
recollection, if true, also necessarily implies a previous time in which we have
learned that which we now recollect. But this would be impossible unless our soul
had been in some place before existing in the form of man; here then is another
proof of the soul’s immortality.

But tell me, Cebes, said Simmias, interposing, what arguments are urged in
favour of this doctrine of recollection. I am not very sure at the moment that I
remember them.

One excellent proof, said Cebes, is afforded by questions. If you put a
question to a person in a right way, he will give a true answer of himself, but how
could he do this unless there were knowledge and right reason already in him?
And this is most clearly shown when he is taken to a diagram or to anything of
that sort.
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But if, said Socrates, you are still incredulous, Simmias, I would ask you
whether you may not agree with me when you look at the matter in another way;
—I mean, if you are still incredulous as to whether knowledge is recollection.

Incredulous, I am not, said Simmias; but I want to have this doctrine of
recollection brought to my own recollection, and, from what Cebes has said, I am
beginning to recollect and be convinced; but I should still like to hear what you
were going to say.

This is what I would say, he replied. We should agree, if I am not mistak-
en, that what a man recollects he must have known at some previous time.

Very true.
And what is the nature of this knowledge or recollection? I mean to ask,

Whether a person who, having seen or heard or in any way perceived anything,
knows not only that, but has a conception of something else which is the subject,
not of the same but of some other kind of knowledge, may not be fairly said to
recollect that of which he has the conception?

What do you mean?
I mean what I may illustrate by the following instance:—The knowledge

of a lyre is not the same as the knowledge of a man?
True.
And yet what is the feeling of lovers when they recognize a lyre, or a

garment, or anything else which the beloved has been in the habit of using? Do
not they, from knowing the lyre, form in the mind’s eye an image of the youth to
whom the lyre belongs? And this is recollection. In like manner any one who sees
Simmias may remember Cebes; and there are endless examples of the same thing.

Endless, indeed, replied Simmias.
And recollection is most commonly a process of recovering that which

has been already forgotten through time and inattention.
Very true, he said.
Well; and may you not also from seeing the picture of a horse or a lyre

remember a man? and from the picture of Simmias, you may be led to remember
Cebes?

True.
Or you may also be led to the recollection of Simmias himself?
Quite so.
And in all these cases, the recollection may be derived from things either

like or unlike?
It may be. 
And when the recollection is derived from like things, then another con-

sideration is sure to arise, which is—whether the likeness in any degree falls short
or not of that which is recollected?

Very true, he said.
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And shall we proceed a step further, and affirm that there is such a thing
as equality, not of one piece of wood or stone with another, but that, over and
above this, there is absolute equality? Shall we say so?

Say so, yes, replied Simmias, and swear to it, with all the confidence in life.
And do we know the nature of this absolute essence?
To be sure, he said.
And whence did we obtain our knowledge? Did we not see equalities of

material things, such as pieces of wood and stones, and gather from them the idea
of an equality which is different from them? For you will acknowledge that there
is a difference. Or look at the matter in another way:—Do not the same pieces of
wood or stone appear at one time equal, and at another time unequal?

That is certain.
But are real equals ever unequal? or is the idea of equality the same as of

inequality?
Impossible, Socrates.
Then these (so-called) equals are not the same with the idea of equality?
I should say, clearly not, Socrates.
And yet from these equals, although differing from the idea of equality,

you conceived and attained that idea?
Very true, he said.
Which might be like, or might be unlike them?
Yes.
But that makes no difference; whenever from seeing one thing you

conceived another, whether like or unlike, there must surely have been an act of
recollection?

Very true.
But what would you say of equal portions of wood and stone, or other

material equals? and what is the impression produced by them? Are they equals in
the same sense in which absolute equality is equal? or do they fall short of this
perfect equality in a measure?

Yes, he said, in a very great measure too.
And must we not allow, that when I or any one, looking at any object,

observes that the thing which he sees aims at being some other thing, but falls
short of, and cannot be, that other thing, but is inferior, he who makes this obser-
vation must have had a previous knowledge of that to which the other, although
similar, was inferior?

Certainly.
And has not this been our own case in the matter of equals and of

absolute equality?
Precisely.
Then we must have known equality previously to the time when we first

saw the material equals, and reflected that all these apparent equals strive to attain
absolute equality, but fall short of it?
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Very true.
And this absolute equality has only been known and can only be known

through the medium of sight or touch, or of some other of the senses, which are
all alike in this respect?

Yes, Socrates, as far as the argument is concerned, one of them is the
same as the other.

From the senses then is derived the knowledge that all sensible things aim
at an absolute equality of which they fall short?

Yes.
Then before we began to see or hear or perceive in any way, we must

have had a knowledge of absolute equality, or we could not have referred to that
standard the equals which are derived from the senses?—for to that they all
aspire, and of that they fall short. No other inference can be drawn from the
previous statements. And did we not see and hear and have the use of our other
senses as soon as we were born?

Certainly.
Then we must have acquired knowledge of equality at some earlier time?
Yes.
That is to say, before we were born, I suppose?
True.
And if we acquired this knowledge before we were born, and were born

having the use of it, then we also knew before we were born and at the instant of
birth not only the equal or the greater or the less, but all other ideas; for we are
not speaking only of equality, but of beauty, goodness, justice, holiness, and of all
which we stamp with the name of essence in the dialectical process, both when
we ask and when we answer questions. Of all this we may certainly affirm that we
acquired the knowledge before birth?

We may.
But if, after having acquired, we have not forgotten what in each case we

acquired, then we must always have come into life having knowledge, and shall
always continue to know as long as life lasts—for knowing is the acquiring and
retaining knowledge and not forgetting. Is not forgetting, Simmias, just the losing
of knowledge?

Quite true, Socrates.
But if the knowledge which we acquired before birth was lost by us at

birth, and if afterwards by the use of the senses we recovered what we previously
knew, will not the process we call learning be a recovering of the knowledge that
is natural to us, and may not this be rightly termed recollection?

Very true.
So much is clear—that when we perceive something, either by the help of

sight, or hearing, or some other sense, from that perception we are able to obtain
a notion of some other thing like or unlike which is associated with it but has
been forgotten. Whence, as I was saying, one of two alternatives follows:—either
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we had this knowledge at birth, and continued to know through life; or, after
birth, those who are said to learn only remember, and learning is simply
recollection. 

Yes, that is quite true, Socrates.
And which alternative, Simmias, do you prefer? Had we the knowledge at

our birth, or did we recollect the things which we knew previously to our birth?
I cannot decide at the moment.
At any rate you can decide whether he who has knowledge will or will not

be able to render an account of his knowledge? What do you say?
Certainly, he will.
But do you think that every man is able to give an account of these very

matters about which we are speaking?
Would that they could, Socrates, but I rather fear that to-morrow, at this

time, there will no longer be any one alive who is able to give an account of them
such as ought to be given.

Then you are not of opinion, Simmias, that all men know these things?
Certainly not.
They are in process of recollecting that which they learned before?
Certainly.
But when did our souls acquire this knowledge?—not since we were born

as men?
Certainly not.
And therefore, previously?
Yes. 
Then, Simmias, our souls must also have existed without bodies before

they were in the form of man, and must have had intelligence.   . . . 
[Simmias agrees, but Socrates asks:]
Well, but is Cebes equally satisfied? for I must convince him too.
I think, said Simmias, that Cebes is satisfied: although he is the most

incredulous of mortals, yet I believe that he is sufficiently convinced of the exist-
ence of the soul before birth. But that after death the soul will continue to exist is
not yet proven even to my own satisfaction. I cannot get rid of the feeling of the
many to which Cebes was referring—the feeling that when the man dies the soul
will be dispersed, and that this may be the extinction of her. For admitting that
she may have been born elsewhere, and framed out of other elements, and was in
existence before entering the human body, why after having entered in and gone
out again may she not herself be destroyed and come to an end?

Very true, Simmias, said Cebes; about half of what was required has been
proven; to wit, that our souls existed before we were born:—that the soul will
exist after death as well as before birth is the other half of which the proof is still
wanting, and has to be supplied; when that is given the demonstration will be
complete. 
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But that proof, Simmias and Cebes, has been already given, said Socrates,
if you put the two arguments together—I mean this and the former one, in which
we admitted that everything living is born of the dead. For if the soul exists before
birth, and in coming to life and being born can be born only from death and
dying, must she not after death continue to exist, since she has to be born again?
Surely the proof which you desire has been already furnished. Still I suspect that
you and Simmias would be glad to probe the argument further. Like children, you
are haunted with a fear that when the soul leaves the body, the wind may really
blow her away and scatter her; especially if a man should happen to die in a great
storm and not when the sky is calm.

Cebes answered with a smile: Then, Socrates, you must argue us out of
our fears—and yet, strictly speaking, they are not our fears, but there is a child
within us to whom death is a sort of hobgoblin; him too we must persuade not to
be afraid when he is alone in the dark.

 Socrates said, Let the voice of the charmer be applied daily until you
charm away the fear.

And where shall we find a good charmer of our fears, Socrates, when you
are gone?

Hellas, he replied, is a large place, Cebes, and has many good men, and
there are barbarous races not a few: seek for him among them all, far and wide,
sparing neither pains nor money; for there is no better way of spending your
money. And you must seek among yourselves too; for you will not find others
better able to make the search.

The search, replied Cebes, shall certainly be made.  And now, if you
please, let us return to the point of the argument at which we digressed.

By all means, replied Socrates. Must we not, said Socrates, ask ourselves
what that is which, as we imagine, is liable to be scattered, and about which we
fear? and what again is that about which we have no fear? And then we may
proceed further to enquire whether that which suffers dispersion is or is not of
the nature of soul—our hopes and fears as to our own souls will turn upon the
answers to these questions.

Very true, he said. 
Now the compound or composite may be supposed to be naturally

capable, as of being compounded, so also of being dissolved; but that which is
uncompounded, and that only, must be, if anything is, indissoluble. 

Yes; I should imagine so, said Cebes.
And the uncompounded may be assumed to be the same and unchanging,

whereas the compound is always changing and never the same.
I agree, he said.
Then now let us return to the previous discussion. Is that idea or essence,

which in the dialectical process we define as essence or true existence—whether
essence of equality, beauty, or anything else—are these essences, I say, liable at
times to some degree of change? or are they each of them always what they are,
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having the same simple self-existent and unchanging forms, not admitting of vari-
ation at all, or in any way, or at any time?

They must be always the same, Socrates, replied Cebes.
And what would you say of the many beautiful—whether men or horses

or garments or any other things which are named by the same names and may be
called equal or beautiful,—are they all unchanging and the same always, or quite
the reverse? May they not rather be described as almost always changing and
hardly ever the same, either with themselves or with one another?

The latter, replied Cebes; they are always in a state of change. 
And these you can touch and see and perceive with the senses, but the

unchanging things you can only perceive with the mind—they are invisible and
are not seen?

 That is very true, he said.
Well, then, added Socrates, let us suppose that there are two sorts of

existences—one seen, the other unseen.
Let us suppose them. 
The seen is the changing, and the unseen is the unchanging?
That may be also supposed.
And, further, is not one part of us body, another part soul?
To be sure.
And to which class is the body more alike and akin?
Clearly to the seen—no one can doubt that.
And is the soul seen or not seen?
Not by man, Socrates. 
And what we mean by ‘seen’ and ‘not seen’ is that which is or is not

visible to the eye of man?
Yes, to the eye of man.
And is the soul seen or not seen?
Not seen.
Unseen then?
Yes.
Then the soul is more like to the unseen, and the body to the seen?
That follows necessarily, Socrates.
And were we not saying long ago that the soul when using the body as an

instrument of perception, that is to say, when using the sense of sight or hearing
or some other sense (for the meaning of perceiving through the body is perceiv-
ing through the senses)—were we not saying that the soul too is then dragged by
the body into the region of the changeable, and wanders and is confused; the
world spins round her, and she is like a drunkard, when she touches change?

Very true. 
But when returning into herself she reflects, then she passes into the other

world, the region of purity, and eternity, and immortality, and unchangeableness,
which are her kindred, and with them she ever lives, when she is by herself and is
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not let or hindered; then she ceases from her erring ways, and being in commun-
ion with the unchanging is unchanging. Is this state of the soul called wisdom?

That is well and truly said, Socrates, he replied.
And to which class is the soul more nearly alike and akin, as far as may be

inferred from this argument, as well as from the preceding one?
I think, Socrates, that, in the opinion of every one who follows the

argument, the soul will be infinitely more like the unchangeable—even the most
stupid person will not deny that.

And the body is more like the changing?
Yes.
Yet once more consider the matter in another light: When the soul and

the body are united, then nature orders the soul to rule and govern, and the body
to obey and serve. Now which of these two functions is akin to the divine? and
which to the mortal? Does not the divine appear to you to be that which naturally
orders and rules, and the mortal to be that which is subject and servant?

True.
And which does the soul resemble?
The soul resembles the divine, and the body the mortal—there can be no

doubt of that.
Then reflect, Cebes: of all which has been said is not this the conclusion?

—that the soul is in the very likeness of the divine, and immortal, and intellectual,
and uniform, and indissoluble, and unchangeable; and that the body is in the very
likeness of the human, and mortal, and unintellectual, and multiform, and dissol-
uble, and changeable. Can this, my dear Cebes, be denied?

It cannot.
But if it be true, then is not the body liable to speedy dissolution? and is

not the soul almost or altogether indissoluble?
Certainly.
And do you further observe, that after a man is dead, the body, or visible

part of him, which is lying in the visible world, and is called a corpse, and would
naturally be dissolved and decomposed and dissipated, is not dissolved or decom-
posed at once, but may remain for a for some time, nay even for a long time, if
the constitution be sound at the time of death, and the season of the year favour-
able? For the body when shrunk and embalmed, as the manner is in Egypt, may
remain almost entire through infinite ages; and even in decay, there are still some
portions, such as the bones and ligaments, which are practically indestruct-
ible:—Do you agree?

Yes.
And is it likely that the soul, which is invisible, in passing to the place of

the true Hades, which like her is invisible, and pure, and noble, and on her way to
the good and wise God, whither, if God will, my soul is also soon to go,—that the
soul, if this be her nature and origin, will be blown away and destroyed immediate-
ly on quitting the body, as the many say? That can never be, my dear Simmias and
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Cebes. The truth rather is, that the soul which is pure at departing and draws after
her no bodily taint, having never voluntarily during life had connection with the
body, which she is ever avoiding, herself gathered into herself;—and making such
abstraction her perpetual study—which means she has been a true disciple of
philosophy; and therefore has in fact been always engaged in the practice of
dying? For is not philosophy the practice of death?  Certainly, that soul, I say, her-
self invisible, departs to the invisible world—to the divine, immortal, and rational.
Thither arriving, she is secure of bliss and is released from the error and folly of
men, their fears and wild passions and all other human ills, and forever dwells in
company with the gods. Is not this true, Cebes?

Yes, said Cebes, beyond a doubt. 
But the soul which has been polluted, and is impure at the time of her

departure, and is the companion and servant of the body always, and is in love
with and fascinated by the body and by the desires and pleasures of the body,
until she is led to believe that the truth only exists in a bodily form, which a man
may touch and see and taste, and use for the purposes of his lusts,—the soul, I
mean, accustomed to hate and fear and avoid the intellectual principle, which to
the bodily eye is dark and invisible, and can be attained only by philosophy;—do
you suppose that such a soul will depart pure and unalloyed? Impossible, he
replied. She is held fast by the corporeal, which the continual association and
constant care of the body have wrought into her nature.

Very true.
And this corporeal element, my friend, is heavy and weighty and earthy,

and is that element of sight by which a soul is depressed and dragged down again
into the visible world, because she is afraid of the invisible and of the world below
—prowling about tombs and sepulchres, near which, as they tell us, are seen
certain ghostly apparitions of souls which have not departed pure, but are cloyed
with sight and therefore visible.

That is very likely, Socrates.
Yes, that is very likely, Cebes; and these must be the souls, not of the

good, but of the evil, which are compelled to wander about such places in pay-
ment of the penalty of their former evil way of life; and they continue to wander
until through the craving after the corporeal which never leaves them, they are
imprisoned finally in another body. And they may be supposed to find their
prisons in the same natures which they have had in their former lives.

What natures do you mean, Socrates?
What I mean is that men who have followed after gluttony, and wanton-

ness, and drunkenness, and have had no thought of avoiding them, would pass
into asses and animals of that sort. What do you think?

I think such an opinion to be exceedingly probable. 
And those who have chosen the portion of injustice, and tyranny, and

violence, will pass into wolves, or into hawks and kites;—whither else can we
suppose them to go?
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Yes, said Cebes; with such natures, beyond question.
And there is no difficulty, he said, in assigning to all of them places

answering to their several natures and propensities?
There is not, he said.
Some are happier than others; and the happiest both in themselves and in

the place to which they go are those who have practised the civil and social virtues
which are called temperance and justice, and are acquired by habit and attention
without philosophy and mind. Why are they the happiest? Because they may be
expected to pass into some gentle and social kind which is like their own, such as
bees or wasps or ants, or back again into the form of man, and just and moderate
men may be supposed to spring from them.

Very likely.
 No one who has not studied philosophy and who is not entirely pure at

the time of his departure is allowed to enter the company of the Gods, but the
lover of knowledge only. And this is the reason, Simmias and Cebes, why the true
votaries of philosophy abstain from all fleshly lusts, and hold out against them and
refuse to give themselves up to them,—not because they fear poverty or the ruin
of their families, like the lovers of money, and the world in general; nor like the
lovers of power and honour, because they dread the dishonour or disgrace of evil
deeds.

No, Socrates, that would not become them, said Cebes.
No indeed, he replied; and therefore they who have any care of their own

souls, and do not merely live moulding and fashioning the body, say farewell to all
this; they will not walk in the ways of the blind: and when philosophy offers them
purification and release from evil, they feel that they ought not to resist her influ-
ence, and whither she leads they turn and follow.

What do you mean, Socrates?
I will tell you, he said. The lovers of knowledge are conscious that the soul

was simply fastened and glued to the body—until philosophy received her, she
could only view real existence through the bars of a prison, not in and through
herself; she was wallowing in the mire of every sort of ignorance; and by reason of
lust had become the principal accomplice in her own captivity. This was her origi-
nal state; and then, as I was saying, and as the lovers of knowledge are well aware,
philosophy, seeing how terrible was her confinement, of which she was to herself
the cause, received and gently comforted her and sought to release her, pointing
out that the eye and the ear and the other senses are full of deception, and persua-
ding her to retire from them, and abstain from all but the necessary use of them,
and be gathered up and collected into herself, bidding her trust in herself and her
own pure apprehension of pure existence, and to mistrust whatever comes to her
through other channels and is subject to variation; for such things are visible and
tangible, but what she sees in her own nature is intelligible and invisible. And the
soul of the true philosopher thinks that she ought not to resist this deliverance,
and therefore abstains from pleasures and desires and pains and fears, as far as she
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is able; reflecting that when a man has great joys or sorrows or fears or desires, he
suffers from them, not merely the sort of evil which might be anticipated—as for
example, the loss of his health or property which he has sacrificed to his lusts—
but an evil greater far, which is the greatest and worst of all evils, and one of
which he never thinks. 

What is it, Socrates? said Cebes. 
The evil is that when the feeling of pleasure or pain is most intense, every

soul of man imagines the objects of this intense feeling to be then plainest and
truest: but this is not so, they are really the things of sight. 

Very true. 
And is not this the state in which the soul is most enthralled by the body?
How so? 
Why, because each pleasure and pain is a sort of nail which nails and rivets

the soul to the body, until she becomes like the body, and believes that to be true
which the body affirms to be true; and from agreeing with the body and having
the same delights she is obliged to have the same habits and haunts, and is not
likely ever to be pure at her departure to the world below, but is always infected
by the body; and so she sinks into another body and there germinates and grows,
and has therefore no part in the communion of the divine and pure and simple. 

Most true, Socrates, answered Cebes.
And this, Cebes, is the reason why the true lovers of knowledge are temp-

erate and brave; and not for the reason which the world gives. Certainly not.
Certainly not! The soul of a philosopher will reason in quite another way; she will
not ask philosophy to release her in order that when released she may deliver her-
self up again to the thraldom of pleasures and pains, doing a work only to be un-
done again, weaving instead of unweaving her Penelope’s web. But she will calm
passion, and follow reason, and dwell in the contemplation of her, beholding the
true and divine (which is not matter of opinion), and thence deriving nourish-
ment. Thus she seeks to live while she lives, and after death she hopes to go to
her own kindred and to that which is like her, and to be freed from human ills.
Never fear, Simmias and Cebes, that a soul which has been thus nurtured and has
had these pursuits, will at her departure from the body be scattered and blown
away by the winds and be nowhere and nothing. . . . 

But then, O my friends, he said, if the soul is really immortal, what care
should be taken of her, not only in respect of the portion of time which is called
life, but of eternity! And the danger of neglecting her from this point of view does
indeed appear to be awful. If death had only been the end of all, the wicked would
have had a good bargain in dying, for they would have been happily quit not only
of their body, but of their own evil together with their souls.

But now, inasmuch as the soul is manifestly immortal, there is no release
or salvation from evil except the attainment of the highest virtue and wisdom. For
the soul when on her progress to the world below takes nothing with her but
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nurture and education; and these are said greatly to benefit or greatly to injure the
departed, at the very beginning of his journey thither. For after death, as they say,
the genius of each individual, to whom he belonged in life, leads him to a certain
place in which the dead are gathered together, whence after judgment has been
given they pass into the world below, following the guide, who is appointed to
conduct them from this world to the other: and when they have there received
their due and remained their time, another guide brings them back again after
many revolutions of ages.

Now this way to the other world is not, as Aeschylus says in the Telephus,
a single and straight path—if that were so no guide would be needed, for no one
could miss it; but there are many partings of the road, and windings, as I infer
from the rites and sacrifices which are offered to the gods below in places where
three ways meet on earth. The wise and orderly soul follows in the straight path
and is conscious of her surroundings; but the soul which desires the body, and
which, as I was relating before, has long been fluttering about the lifeless frame
and the world of sight, is after many struggles and many sufferings hardly and
with violence carried away by her attendant genius,.

When she arrives at the place where the other souls are gathered, if she be
impure and have done impure deeds, whether foul murders or other crimes which
are the brothers of these, and the works of brothers in crime—from that soul
every one flees and turns away; no one will be her companion, no one her guide,
but alone she wanders in extremity of evil until certain times are fulfilled, and
when they are fulfilled, she is borne irresistibly to her own fitting habitation; as
every pure and just soul which has passed through life in the company and under
the guidance of the gods has also her own proper home. Now the earth has divers
wonderful regions, and is indeed in nature and extent very unlike the notions of
geographers, as I believe on the authority of one who shall be nameless.

What do you mean, Socrates? said Simmias. I have myself heard many
descriptions of the earth, but I do not know, and I should very much like to
know, in which of these you put faith.

And I, Simmias, replied Socrates, if I had the art of Glaucus would tell
you; although I know not that the art of Glaucus could prove the truth of my tale,
which I myself should never be able to prove, and even if I could, I fear, Simmias,
that my life would come to an end before the argument was completed. I may
describe to you, however, the form and regions of the earth according to my
conception of them. 

That, said Simmias, will be enough. 
Well, then, he said, my conviction is, that the earth is a round body in the

centre of the heavens, and therefore has no need of air or any similar force to be
a support, but is kept there and hindered from falling or inclining any way by the
equability of the surrounding heaven and by her own equipoise. For that which,
being in equipoise, is in the centre of that which is equably diffused, will not inc-
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line any way in any degree, but will always remain in the same state and not
deviate. And this is my first notion.

Which is surely a correct one, said Simmias.
Also I believe that the earth is very vast, and that we who dwell in the

region extending from the river Phasis to the Pillars of Heracles inhabit a small
portion only about the sea, like ants or frogs about a marsh, and that there are
other inhabitants of many other like places; for everywhere on the face of the
earth there are hollows of various forms and sizes, into which the water and the
mist and the lower air collect.

But the true earth is pure and situated in the pure heaven—there are the
stars also; and it is the heaven which is commonly spoken of by us as the ether,
and of which our own earth is the sediment gathering in the hollows beneath. But
we who live in these hollows are deceived into the notion that we are dwelling
above on the surface of the earth; which is just as if a creature who was at the
bottom of the sea were to fancy that he was on the surface of the water, and that
the sea was the heaven through which he saw the sun and the other stars, he
having never come to the surface by reason of his feebleness and sluggishness,
and having never lifted up his head and seen, nor ever heard from one who had
seen, how much purer and fairer the world above is than his own.

Such is exactly our case: for we are dwelling in a hollow of the earth, and
fancy that we are on the surface; and the air we call the heaven, in which we
imagine that the stars move. But the fact is, that owing to our feebleness and
sluggishness we are prevented from reaching the surface of the air: for if any man
could arrive at the exterior limit, or take the wings of a bird and come to the top,
then like a fish who puts his head out of the water and sees this world, he would
see a world beyond; and, if the nature of man could sustain the sight, he would
acknowledge that this other world was the place of the true heaven and the true
light and the true earth.

For our earth, and the stones, and the entire region which surrounds us,
are spoilt and corroded, as in the sea all things are corroded by the brine, neither
is there any noble or perfect growth, but caverns only, and sand, and an endless
slough of mud: and even the shore is not to be compared to the fairer sights of
this world. And still less is this our world to be compared with the other. Of that
upper earth which is under the heaven, I can tell you a charming tale, Simmias,
which is well worth hearing.

And we, Socrates, replied Simmias, shall be charmed to listen to you.
The tale, my friend, he said, is as follows:—In the first place, the earth,

when looked at from above, is in appearance streaked like one of those balls
which have leather coverings in twelve pieces, and is decked with various colours,
of which the colours used by painters on earth are in a manner samples. But there
the whole earth is made up of them, and they are brighter far and clearer than
ours; there is a purple of wonderful lustre, also the radiance of gold, and the white
which is in the earth is whiter than any chalk or snow. Of these and other colours
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the earth is made up, and they are more in number and fairer than the eye of man
has ever seen; the very hollows (of which I was speaking) filled with air and water
have a colour of their own, and are seen like light gleaming amid the diversity of
the other colours, so that the whole presents a single and continuous appearance
of variety in unity. 

And in this fair region everything that grows—trees, and flowers, and
fruits—are in a like degree fairer than any here; and there are hills, having stones
in them in a like degree smoother, and more transparent, and fairer in colour than
our highly-valued emeralds and sardonyxes and jaspers, and other gems, which are
but minute fragments of them: for there all the stones are like our precious
stones, and fairer still. The reason is, that they are pure, and not, like our precious
stones, infected or corroded by the corrupt briny elements that coagulate among
us, and which breed foulness and disease both in earth and stones, as well as in
animals and plants. They are the jewels of the upper earth, which also shines with
gold and silver and the like, and they are set in the light of day and are large and
abundant and in all places, making the earth a sight to gladden the beholder’s eye.

And there are animals and men, some in a middle region, others dwelling
about the air as we dwell about the sea; others in islands which the air flows
round, near the continent: and in a word, the air is used by them as the water and
the sea are by us, and the ether is to them what the air is to us. Moreover, the
temperament of their seasons is such that they have no disease, and live much
longer than we do, and have sight and hearing and smell, and all the other senses,
in far greater perfection, in the same proportion that air is purer than water or the
ether than air. Also they have temples and sacred places in which the gods really
dwell, and they hear their voices and receive their answers, and are conscious of
them and hold converse with them, and they see the sun, moon, and stars as they
truly are, and their other blessedness is of a piece with this. Such is the nature of
the whole earth, and of the things which are around the earth . . . . 

When the dead arrive at the place to which the genius of each severally
guides them, first of all, they have sentence passed upon them, as they have lived
well and piously or not. And those who appear to have lived neither well nor ill,
go to the river Acheron, and embarking in any vessels which they may find, are
carried in them to the lake, and there they dwell and are purified of their evil
deeds, and having suffered the penalty of the wrongs which they have done to
others, they are absolved, and receive the rewards of their good deeds, each of
them according to his deserts.

But those who appear to be incurable by reason of the greatness of their
crimes—who have committed many and terrible deeds of sacrilege, murders foul
and violent, or the like—such are hurled into Tartarus which is their suitable
destiny, and they never come out. . . . Those too who have been pre-eminent for
holiness of life are released from this earthly prison, and go to their pure home
which is above, and dwell in the purer earth; and of these, such as have duly puri-
fied themselves with philosophy live henceforth altogether without the body, in
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mansions fairer still which may not be described, and of which the time would fail
me to tell.

Wherefore, Simmias, seeing all these things, what ought not we to do that
we may obtain virtue and wisdom in this life? Fair is the prize, and the hope great!
A man of sense ought not to say, nor will I be very confident, that the description
which I have given of the soul and her mansions is exactly true. But I do say that,
inasmuch as the soul is shown to be immortal, he may venture to think, not
improperly or unworthily, that something of the kind is true. The venture is a
glorious one, and he ought to comfort himself with words like these, which is the
reason why I lengthen out the tale.

Wherefore, I say, let a man be of good cheer about his soul, who having
cast away the pleasures and ornaments of the body as alien to him and working
harm rather than good, has sought after the pleasures of knowledge; and has
arrayed the soul, not in some foreign attire, but in her own proper jewels, temper-
ance, and justice, and courage, and nobility, and truth—in these adorned she is
ready to go on her journey to the world below, when her hour comes. You,
Simmias and Cebes, and all other men, will depart at some time or other. Me
already, as the tragic poet would say, the voice of fate calls. Soon I must drink the
poison; and I think that I had better repair to the bath first, in order that the
women may not have the trouble of washing my body after I am dead.

•

When he had done speaking, Crito said: And have you any commands for
us, Socrates—anything to say about your children, or any other matter in which
we can serve you?

Nothing particular, Crito, he replied: only, as I have always told you, take
care of yourselves; that is a service which you may be ever rendering to me and
mine and to all of us, whether you promise to do so or not. But if you have no
thought for yourselves, and care not to walk according to the rule which I have
prescribed for you, not now for the first time, however much you may profess or
promise at the moment, it will be of no avail.

We will do our best, said Crito: And in what way shall we bury you?
In any way that you like; but you must get hold of me, and take care that I

do not run away from you. Then he turned to us, and added with a smile:—I can-
not make Crito believe that I am the same Socrates who have been talking and
conducting the argument; he fancies that I am the other Socrates whom he will
soon see, a dead body—and he asks, How shall he bury me? And though I have
spoken many words in the endeavour to show that when I have drunk the poison
I shall leave you and go to the joys of the blessed,— these words of mine, with
which I was comforting you and myself, have had, as I perceive, no effect upon
Crito.
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And therefore I want you to be surety for me to him now, as at the trial
he was surety to the judges for me: but let the promise be of another sort; for he
was surety for me to the judges that I would remain, and you must be my surety
to him that I shall not remain, but go away and depart; and then he will suffer less
at my death, and not be grieved when he sees my body being burned or buried. I
would not have him sorrow at my hard lot, or say at the burial, Thus we lay out
Socrates, or, Thus we follow him to the grave or bury him; for false words are not
only evil in themselves, but they infect the soul with evil. Be of good cheer, then,
my dear Crito, and say that you are burying my body only, and do with that
whatever is usual, and what you think best.

When he had spoken these words, he arose and went into a chamber to
bathe; Crito followed him and told us to wait. So we remained behind, talking and
thinking of the subject of discourse, and also of the greatness of our sorrow; he
was like a father of whom we were being bereaved, and we were about to pass the
rest of our lives as orphans. When he had taken the bath his children were
brought to him—(he had two young sons and an elder one); and the women of
his family also came, and he talked to them and gave them a few directions in the
presence of Crito; then he dismissed them and returned to us. The hour of sunset
was near, for a good deal of time had passed while he was within.

When he came out, he sat down with us again after his bath, but not
much was said. Soon the jailer, who was the servant of the Eleven, entered and
stood by him, saying:—To you, Socrates, whom I know to be the noblest and
gentlest and best of all who ever came to this place, I will not impute the angry
feelings of other men, who rage and swear at me, when, in obedience to the auth-
orities, I bid them drink the poison—indeed, I am sure that you will not be angry
with me; for others, as you are aware, and not I, are to blame. And so fare you
well, and try to bear lightly what must needs be—you know my errand. Then
bursting into tears he turned away and went out.

Socrates looked at him and said: I return your good wishes, and will do as
you bid. Then turning to us, he said, How charming the man is: since I have been
in prison he has always been coming to see me, and at times he would talk to me,
and was as good to me as could be, and now see how generously he sorrows on
my account. We must do as he says, Crito; and therefore let the cup be brought, if
the poison is prepared: if not, let the attendant prepare some. 

Yet, said Crito, the sun is still upon the hill-tops, and I know that many a
one has taken the draught late, and after the announcement has been made to
him, he has eaten and drunk, and enjoyed the society of his beloved; do not hurry
—there is time enough.

Socrates said: Yes, Crito, and they of whom you speak are right in so act-
ing, for they think that they will be gainers by the delay; but I am right in not
following their example, for I do not think that I should gain anything by drinking
the poison a little later; I should only be ridiculous in my own eyes for sparing and
saving a life which is already forfeit. Please do as I say, and do not refuse me.
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Crito made a sign to the servant, who was standing by; and he went out,
and having been absent for some time, returned with the jailer carrying the cup of
poison.

Socrates said: You, my good friend, who are experienced in these matters,
shall give me directions how I am to proceed. 

The man answered: You have only to walk about until your legs are heavy,
and then to lie down, and the poison will act. At the same time he handed the cup
to Socrates, who in the easiest and gentlest manner, without the least fear or
change of colour or feature, looking at the man with all his eyes, Echecrates, as his
manner was, took the cup and said: What do you say about making a libation out
of this cup to any god? May I, or not?

The man answered: We only prepare just so much as we deem enough.
I understand, he said: but I may and must ask the gods to prosper my

journey from this to the other world—even so—and so be it according to my
prayer. Then raising the cup to his lips, quite readily and cheerfully he drank off
the poison. And hitherto most of us had been able to control our sorrow; but
now when we saw him drinking, and saw too that he had finished the draught, we
could no longer forbear, and in spite of myself my own tears were flowing fast; so
that I covered my face and wept, not for him, but at the thought of my own
calamity in having to part from such a friend. Nor was I the first; for Crito, when
he found himself unable to restrain his tears, had got up, and I followed; and at
that moment, Apollodorus, who had been weeping all the time, broke out in a
loud and passionate cry which made cowards of us all. Socrates alone retained his
calmness:

What is this strange outcry? he said. I sent away the women mainly in
order that they might not misbehave in this way, for I have been told that a man
should die in peace. Be quiet, then, and have patience. When we heard his words
we were ashamed, and refrained our tears; and he walked about until, as he said,
his legs began to fail, and then he lay on his back, according to the directions, and
the man who gave him the poison now and then looked at his feet and legs; and
after a while he pressed his foot hard, and asked him if he could feel; and he said,
No; and then his leg, and so upwards and upwards, and showed us that he was
cold and stiff. And he felt them himself, and said: When the poison reaches the
heart, that will be the end. He was beginning to grow cold about the groin, when
he uncovered his face, for he had covered himself up, and said—they were his last
words—he said:

Crito, I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt?
The debt shall be paid, said Crito; is there anything else? There was no

answer to this question; but in a minute or two a movement was heard, and the
attendants uncovered him; his eyes were set, and Crito closed his eyes and mouth.

Such was the end, Echecrates, of our friend; concerning whom I may truly
say, that of all the men of his time whom I have known, he was the wisest and
justest and best. 
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Translated by Benjamin Jowett

PERSONS OF THE DIALOGUE: Apollodorus, who repeats to his companion
the dialogue which he had heard from Aristodemus, and had already once narra-
ted to Glaucon. Phaedrus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, Aristophanes, Agathon,
Socrates, Alcibiades, A Troop of Revellers.
 
THE SETTING: The House of Agathon.

C
oncerning the things about which you ask to be informed I believe
that I am not ill-prepared with an answer. For the day before
yesterday I was coming from my own home at Phalerum to the

city, and one of my acquaintance, who had caught a sight of me from behind,
calling out playfully in the distance, said: Apollodorus, O thou Phalerian, halt! So I
did as I was bid; and then he said, I was looking for you, Apollodorus, only just
now, that I might ask you about the speeches in praise of love, which were
delivered by Socrates, Alcibiades, and others, at Agathon’s supper. Phoenix, the
son of Philip, told another person who told me of them; his narrative was very
indistinct, but he said that you knew, and I wish that you would give me an
account of them. Who, if not you, should be the reporter of the words of your
friend? And first tell me, he said, were you present at this meeting?

Your informant, Glaucon, I said, must have been very indistinct indeed, if
you imagine that the occasion was recent; or that I could have been of the party.

Why, yes, he replied, I thought so.
Impossible: I said. Are you ignorant that for many years Agathon has not

resided at Athens; and not three have elapsed since I became acquainted with
Socrates, and have made it my daily business to know all that he says and does.
There was a time when I was running about the world, fancying myself to be well
employed, but I was really a most wretched being, no better than you are now. I
thought that I ought to do anything rather than be a philosopher.

Well, he said, jesting apart, tell me when the meeting occurred.
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In our boyhood, I replied, when Agathon won the prize with his first
tragedy, on the day after that on which he and his chorus offered the sacrifice of
victory.

Then it must have been a long while ago, he said; and who told you—did
Socrates?

No indeed, I replied, but the same person who told Phoenix;—he was a
little fellow, who never wore any shoes, Aristodemus, of the deme of Cydathena-
eum. He had been at Agathon’s feast; and I think that in those days there was no
one who was a more devoted admirer of Socrates. Moreover, I have asked
Socrates about the truth of some parts of his narrative, and he confirmed them. 

Then, said Glaucon, let’s have the tale again; isn’t the road to Athens
made for conversation?

And so we walked, and talked of the discourses on love; and therefore, as
I said at first, I am not ill-prepared to comply with your request, and will have
another rehearsal of them if you like. For to speak or to hear others speak of
philosophy always gives me the greatest pleasure, to say nothing of the profit. But
when I hear another strain, especially that of you rich men and traders, such con-
versation displeases me; and I pity you who are my companions, because you
think that you are doing something when in reality you are doing nothing. And I
dare say that you pity me in return, whom you regard as an unhappy creature, and
very probably you are right. But I certainly know of you what you only think of
me—there is the difference.

COMPANION: I see, Apollodorus, that you are just the same—always
speaking evil of yourself, and of others; and I do believe that you pity all mankind,
with the exception of Socrates, yourself first of all, true in this to your old name,
which, however deserved, I know not how you acquired, of Apollodorus the mad-
man; for you are always raging against yourself and everybody but Socrates.

APOLLODORUS: Yes, friend, and the reason why I am said to be mad,
and out of my wits, is just because I have these notions of myself and you; no
other evidence is required.

COMPANION: No more of that, Apollodorus; but let me renew my
request that you would repeat the conversation.

APOLLODORUS: Well, the tale of love was on this wise:—But perhaps I
had better begin at the beginning, and endeavour to give you the exact words of
Aristodemus:

He said that he met Socrates fresh from the bath and sandalled; and as the
sight of the sandals was unusual, he asked him whither he was going that he had
been converted into such a beau. To a banquet at Agathon’s, he replied, whose
invitation to his sacrifice of victory I refused yesterday, fearing a crowd, but
promising that I would come to-day instead; and so I have put on my finery,
because he is such a fine man. What say you to going with me unasked?
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I will do as you bid me, I replied.
Follow then, he said, and let us demolish the proverb:— ‘To the feasts of

inferior men the good unbidden go;’ instead of which our proverb will run:— ‘To
the feasts of the good the good unbidden go;’ and this alteration may be suppor-
ted by the authority of Homer himself, who not only demolishes but literally out-
rages the proverb. For, after picturing Agamemnon as the most valiant of men, he
makes Menelaus, who is but a fainthearted warrior, come unbidden to the banquet
of Agamemnon, who is feasting and offering sacrifices, not the better to the
worse, but the worse to the better.

I rather fear, Socrates, said Aristodemus, lest this may still be my case; and
that, like Menelaus in Homer, I shall be the inferior person, who ‘To the feasts of
the wise unbidden goes.’ But I shall say that I was bidden of you, and then you
will have to make an excuse.  ‘Two going together,’ he replied, in Homeric fashi-
on, one or other of them may invent an excuse by the way.

This was the style of their conversation as they went along. Socrates drop-
ped behind in a fit of abstraction, and desired Aristodemus, who was waiting, to
go on before him. When he reached the house of Agathon he found the doors
wide open, and a comical thing happened. A servant coming out met him, and led
him at once into the banqueting-hall in which the guests were reclining, for the
banquet was about to begin. Welcome, Aristodemus, said Agathon, as soon as he
appeared—you are just in time to sup with us; if you come on any other matter
put it off, and make one of us, as I was looking for you yesterday and meant to
have asked you, if I could have found you. But what have you done with Socrates?
I turned round, but Socrates was nowhere to be seen; and I had to explain that he
had been with me a moment before, and that I came by his invitation to the
supper.

You were quite right in coming, said Agathon; but where is he himself?
He was behind me just now, as I entered, he said, and I cannot think what

has become of him.
Go and look for him, boy, said Agathon, and bring him in; and do you,

Aristodemus, meanwhile take the place by Eryximachus. The servant then assisted
him to wash, and he lay down, and presently another servant came in and repor-
ted that our friend Socrates had retired into the portico of the neighbouring
house. ‘There he is fixed,’ said he, ‘and when I call to him he will not stir.’ How
strange, said Agathon; then you must call him again, and keep calling him. Let him
alone, said my informant; he has a way of stopping anywhere and losing himself
without any reason. I believe that he will soon appear; do not therefore disturb
him.

Well, if you think so, I will leave him, said Agathon. And then, turning to
the servants, he added, ‘Let us have supper without waiting for him. Serve up
whatever you please, for there is no one to give you orders; hitherto I have never
left you to yourselves. But on this occasion imagine that you are our hosts, and
that I and the company are your guests; treat us well, and then we shall commend
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you.’ After this, supper was served, but still no Socrates; and during the meal
Agathon several times expressed a wish to send for him, but Aristodemus objec-
ted; and at last when the feast was about half over—for the fit, as usual, was not
of long duration—Socrates entered.

Agathon, who was reclining alone at the end of the table, begged that he
would take the place next to him; that ‘I may touch you,’ he said, ‘and have the
benefit of that wise thought which came into your mind in the portico, and is
now in your possession; for I am certain that you would not have come away until
you had found what you sought.’

How I wish, said Socrates, taking his place as he was desired, that wisdom
could be infused by touch, out of the fuller into the emptier man, as water runs
through wool out of a fuller cup into an emptier one; if that were so, how greatly
should I value the privilege of reclining at your side! For you would have filled me
full with a stream of wisdom plenteous and fair; whereas my own is of a very
mean and questionable sort, no better than a dream. But yours is bright and full
of promise, and was manifested forth in all the splendour of youth the day before
yesterday, in the presence of more than thirty thousand Hellenes.

You are mocking, Socrates, said Agathon, and ere long you and I will have
to determine who bears off the palm of wisdom—of this Dionysus shall be the
judge; but at present you are better occupied with supper.

Socrates took his place on the couch, and supped with the rest; and then
libations were offered, and after a hymn had been sung to the god, and there had
been the usual ceremonies, they were about to commence drinking, when
Pausanias said, And now, my friends, how can we drink with least injury to oursel-
ves? I can assure you that I feel severely the effect of yesterday’s potations, and
must have time to recover; and I suspect that most of you are in the same predic-
ament, for you were of the party yesterday. Consider then: How can the drinking
be made easiest?

I entirely agree, said Aristophanes, that we should, by all means, avoid
hard drinking, for I was myself one of those who were yesterday drowned in
drink.

I think that you are right, said Eryximachus, the son of Acumenus; but I
should still like to hear one other person speak: Is Agathon able to drink hard?

I am not equal to it, said Agathon.
Then, said Eryximachus, the weak heads like myself, Aristodemus,

Phaedrus, and others who never can drink, are fortunate in finding that the
stronger ones are not in a drinking mood. (I do not include Socrates, who is able
either to drink or to abstain, and will not mind, whichever we do.) Well, as of
none of the company seem disposed to drink much, I may be forgiven for saying,
as a physician, that drinking deep is a bad practice, which I never follow, if I can
help, and certainly do not recommend to another, least of all to any one who still
feels the effects of yesterday’s carouse.
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I always do what you advise, and especially what you prescribe as a physic-
ian, rejoined Phaedrus the Myrrhinusian, and the rest of the company, if they are
wise, will do the same.

It was agreed that drinking was not to be the order of the day, but that
they were all to drink only so much as they pleased. Then, said Eryximachus, as
you are all agreed that drinking is to be voluntary, and that there is to be no com-
pulsion, I move, in the next place, that the flute-girl, who has just made her
appearance, be told to go away and play to herself, or, if she likes, to the women
who are within. To-day let us have conversation instead; and, if you will allow me,
I will tell you what sort of conversation. This proposal having been accepted,
Eryximachus proceeded as follows:—

I will begin, he said, after the manner of Melanippe in Euripides, ‘Not
mine the word’ which I am about to speak, but that of Phaedrus. For often he
says to me in an indignant tone:—‘What a strange thing it is, Eryximachus, that,
whereas other gods have poems and hymns made in their honour, the great and
glorious god, Love, has no encomiast among all the poets who are so many.
There are the worthy sophists too—the excellent Prodicus for example, who have
descanted in prose on the virtues of Heracles and other heroes; and, what is still
more extraordinary, I have met with a philosophical work in which the utility of
salt has been made the theme of an eloquent discourse; and many other like
things have had a like honour bestowed upon them. And only to think that there
should have been an eager interest created about them, and yet that to this day no
one has ever dared worthily to hymn Love’s praises! So entirely has this great
deity been neglected.’

Now in this Phaedrus seems to me to be quite right, and therefore I want
to offer him a contribution; also I think that at the present moment we who are
here assembled cannot do better than honour the god Love. If you agree with me,
there will be no lack of conversation; for I mean to propose that each of us in
turn, going from left to right, shall make a speech in honour of Love. Let him
give us the best which he can; and Phaedrus, because he is sitting first on the left
hand, and because he is the father of the thought, shall begin.

No one will vote against you, Eryximachus, said Socrates. How can I op-
pose your motion, who profess to understand nothing but matters of love; nor, I
presume, will Agathon and Pausanias; and there can be no doubt of Aristophanes,
whose whole concern is with Dionysus and Aphrodite; nor will any one disagree
of those whom I see around me. The proposal, as I am aware, may seem rather
hard upon us whose place is last; but we shall be contented if we hear some good
speeches first. Let Phaedrus begin the praise of Love, and good luck to him. All
the company expressed their assent, and desired him to do as Socrates bade him.

Aristodemus did not recollect all that was said, nor do I recollect all that
he related to me; but I will tell you what I thought most worthy of remembrance,
and what the chief speakers said.
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[The Speech of Phaedrus]

Phaedrus began by affirming that Love is a mighty god, and wonderful
among gods and men, but especially wonderful in his birth. For he is the eldest of
the gods, which is an honour to him; and a proof of his claim to this honour is,
that of his parents there is no memorial; neither poet nor prose-writer has ever
affirmed that he had any. As Hesiod says: ‘First Chaos came, and then broad-
bosomed Earth, The everlasting seat of all that is, And Love.’ In other words,
after Chaos, the Earth and Love, these two, came into being. Also Parmenides
sings of Generation: ‘First in the train of gods, he fashioned Love.’ And Acusilaus
agrees with Hesiod.

Thus numerous are the witnesses who acknowledge Love to be the eldest
of the gods. And not only is he the eldest, he is also the source of the greatest
benefits to us. For I know not any greater blessing to a young man who is begin-
ning life than a virtuous lover, or to the lover than a beloved youth. For the prin-
ciple which ought to be the guide of men who would nobly live—that principle, I
say, neither kindred, nor honour, nor wealth, nor any other motive is able to
implant so well as love.

Of what am I speaking? Of the sense of honour and dishonour, without
which neither states nor individuals ever do any good or great work. And I say
that a lover who is detected in doing any dishonourable act, or submitting through
cowardice when any dishonour is done to him by another, will be more pained at
being detected by his beloved than at being seen by his father, or by his compan-
ions, or by any one else. The beloved too, when he is found in any disgraceful
situation, has the same feeling about his lover. 

And if there were only some way of contriving that a state or an army
should be made up of lovers and their loves, they would be the very best govern-
ors of their own city, abstaining from all dishonour, and emulating one another in
honour; and when fighting at each other’s side, although a mere handful, they
would overcome the world. For what lover would not choose rather to be seen by
all mankind than by his beloved, either when abandoning his post or throwing
away his arms? He would be ready to die a thousand deaths rather than endure
this. Or who would desert his beloved or fail him in the hour of danger? The veri-
est coward would become an inspired hero, equal to the bravest, at such a time;
Love would inspire him. That courage which, as Homer says, the god breathes
into the souls of some heroes, Love of his own nature infuses into the lover.

Love will make men dare to die for their beloved—love alone; and women
as well as men. . . . These are my reasons for affirming that Love is the eldest and
noblest and mightiest of the gods; and the chiefest author and giver of virtue in
life, and of happiness after death.

This, or something like this, was the speech of Phaedrus; and some other
speeches followed which Aristodemus did not remember; the next which he
repeated was that of Pausanias.
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[The Speech of Pausanias]

Phaedrus, he said, the argument has not been set before us, I think, quite
in the right form;— we should not be called upon to praise Love in such an indis-
criminate manner. If there were only one Love, then what you said would be well
enough; but since there are more Loves than one,—should have begun by deter-
mining which of them was to be the theme of our praises. I will amend this
defect; and first of all I will tell you which Love is deserving of praise, and then try
to hymn the praiseworthy one in a manner worthy of him. For we all know that
Love is inseparable from Aphrodite, and if there were only one Aphrodite there
would be only one Love; but as there are two goddesses there must be two Loves.
And am I not right in asserting that there are two goddesses? The elder one, hav-
ing no mother, who is called the heavenly Aphrodite—she is the daughter of
Uranus; the younger, who is the daughter of Zeus and Dione —her we call com-
mon; and the Love who is her fellow-worker is rightly named common, as the
other love is called heavenly.

All the gods ought to have praise given to them, but not without distinc-
tion of their natures; and therefore I must try to distinguish the characters of the
two Loves. Now actions vary according to the manner of their performance.
Take, for example, that which we are now doing, drinking, singing and talking—
these actions are not in themselves either good or evil, but they turn out in this or
that way according to the mode of performing them; and when well done they are
good, and when wrongly done they are evil; and in like manner not every love, but
only that which has a noble purpose, is noble and worthy of praise.

The Love who is the offspring of the common Aphrodite is essentially
common, and has no discrimination, being such as the meaner sort of men feel,
and is apt to be of women as well as of youths, and is of the body rather than of
the soul—the most foolish beings are the objects of this love which desires only
to gain an end, but never thinks of accomplishing the end nobly, and therefore
does good and evil quite indiscriminately. The goddess who is his mother is far
younger than the other, and she was born of the union of the male and female,
and partakes of both. But the offspring of the heavenly Aphrodite is derived from
a mother in whose birth the female has no part,—she is from the male only; this
is that love which is of youths, and the goddess being older, there is nothing of
wantonness in her. 

Those who are inspired by this love turn to the male, and delight in him
who is the more valiant and intelligent nature; any one may recognise the pure
enthusiasts in the very character of their attachments. For they love not boys, but
intelligent beings whose reason is beginning to be developed, much about the
time at which their beards begin to grow. And in choosing young men to be their
companions, they mean to be faithful to them, and pass their whole life in
company with them, not to take them in their inexperience, and deceive them,
and play the fool with them, or run away from one to another of them.
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But the love of young boys should be forbidden by law, because their
future is uncertain; they may turn out good or bad, either in body or soul, and
much noble enthusiasm may be thrown away upon them; in this matter the good
are a law to themselves, and the coarser sort of lovers ought to be restrained by
force; as we restrain or attempt to restrain them from fixing their affections on
women of free birth. These are the persons who bring a reproach on love; and
some have been led to deny the lawfulness of such attachments because they see
the impropriety and evil of them; for surely nothing that is decorously and
lawfully done can justly be censured.

Now here and in Lacedaemon the rules about love are perplexing, but in
most cities they are simple and easily intelligible; in Elis and Boeotia, and in coun-
tries having no gifts of eloquence, they are very straightforward; the law is simply
in favour of these connexions, and no one, whether young or old, has anything to
say to their discredit; the reason being, as I suppose, that they are men of few
words in those parts, and therefore the lovers do not like the trouble of pleading
their suit. In Ionia and other places, and generally in countries which are subject
to the barbarians, the custom is held to be dishonourable; loves of youths share
the evil repute in which philosophy and gymnastics are held, because they are
inimical to tyranny; for the interests of rulers require that their subjects should be
poor in spirit, and that there should be no strong bond of friendship or society
among them, which love, above all other motives, is likely to inspire, as our
Athenian tyrants learned by experience; for the love of Aristogeiton and the cons-
tancy of Harmodius had a strength which undid their power. 

And, therefore, the ill-repute into which these attachments have fallen is
to be ascribed to the evil condition of those who make them to be ill-reputed;
that is to say, to the self- seeking of the governors and the cowardice of the
governed; on the other hand, the indiscriminate honour which is given to them in
some countries is attributable to the laziness of those who hold this opinion of
them. In our own country a far better principle prevails, but, as I was saying, the
explanation is rather perplexing.

For, observe that open loves are held to be more honourable than secret
ones, and that the love of the noblest and highest, even if their persons are less
beautiful than others, is especially honourable. Consider, too, how great is the
encouragement which all the world gives to the lover; neither is he supposed to
be doing anything dishonourable; but if he succeeds he is praised, and if he fail he
is blamed. And in the pursuit of his love the custom of mankind allows him to do
many strange things, which philosophy would bitterly censure if they were done
from any motive of interest, or wish for office or power.

He may pray, and entreat, and supplicate, and swear, and lie on a mat at
the door, and endure a slavery worse than that of any slave—in any other case
friends and enemies would be equally ready to prevent him, but now there is no
friend who will be ashamed of him and admonish him, and no enemy will charge
him with meanness or flattery; the actions of a lover have a grace which ennobles
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them; and custom has decided that they are highly commendable and that there
no loss of character in them; and, what is strangest of all, he only may swear and
forswear himself (so men say), and the gods will forgive his transgression, for
there is no such thing as a lover’s oath. 

Such is the entire liberty which gods and men have allowed the lover,
according to the custom which prevails in our part of the world. From this point
of view a man fairly argues that in Athens to love and to be loved is held to be a
very honourable thing. But when parents forbid their sons to talk with their
lovers, and place them under a tutor’s care, who is appointed to see to these
things, and their companions and equals cast in their teeth anything of the sort
which they may observe, and their elders refuse to silence the reprovers and do
not rebuke them—any one who reflects on all this will, on the contrary, think that
we hold these practices to be most disgraceful.

But, as I was saying at first, the truth as I imagine is, that whether such
practices are honourable or whether they are dishonourable is not a simple ques-
tion; they are honourable to him who follows them honourably, dishonourable to
him who follows them dishonourably. There is dishonour in yielding to the evil,
or in an evil manner; but there is honour in yielding to the good, or in an honour-
able manner. Evil is the vulgar lover who loves the body rather than the soul,
inasmuch as he is not even stable, because he loves a thing which is in itself
unstable, and therefore when the bloom of youth which he was desiring is over,
he takes wing and flies away, in spite of all his words and promises; whereas the
love of the noble disposition is life-long, for it becomes one with the everlasting. 

The custom of our country would have both of them proven well and
truly, and would have us yield to the one sort of lover and avoid the other, and
therefore encourages some to pursue, and others to fly; testing both the lover and
beloved in contests and trials, until they show to which of the two classes they
respectively belong. And this is the reason why, in the first place, a hasty attach-
ment is held to be dishonourable, because time is the true test of this as of most
other things; and secondly there is a dishonour in being overcome by the love of
money, or of wealth, or of political power, whether a man is frightened into sur-
render by the loss of them, or, having experienced the benefits of money and
political corruption, is unable to rise above the seductions of them. For none of
these things are of a permanent or lasting nature; not to mention that no gener-
ous friendship ever sprang from them. There remains, then, only one way of hon-
ourable attachment which custom allows in the beloved, and this is the way of
virtue; for as we admitted that any service which the lover does to him is not to
be accounted flattery or a dishonour to himself, so the beloved has one way only
of voluntary service which is not dishonourable, and this is virtuous service.

For we have a custom, and according to our custom any one who does
service to another under the idea that he will be improved by him either in wis-
dom, or in some other particular of virtue —such a voluntary service, I say, is not
to be regarded as a dishonour, and is not open to the charge of flattery. And these
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two customs, one the love of youth, and the other the practice of philosophy and
virtue in general, ought to meet in one, and then the beloved may honourably
indulge the lover. For when the lover and beloved come together, having each of
them a law, and the lover thinks that he is right in doing any service which he can
to his gracious loving one; and the other that he is right in showing any kindness
which he can to him who is making him wise and good; the one capable of com-
municating wisdom and virtue, the other seeking to acquire them with a view to
education and wisdom, when the two laws of love are fulfilled and meet in one—
then, and then only, may the beloved yield with honour to the lover.

Nor when love is of this disinterested sort is there any disgrace in being
deceived, but in every other case there is equal disgrace in being or not being
deceived. For he who is gracious to his lover under the impression that he is rich,
and is disappointed of his gains because he turns out to be poor, is disgraced all
the same: for he has done his best to show that he would give himself up to any
one’s ‘uses base’ for the sake of money; but this is not honourable. And on the
same principle he who gives himself to a lover because he is a good man, and in
the hope that he will be improved by his company, shows himself to be virtuous,
even though the object of his affection turn out to be a villain, and to have no
virtue; and if he is deceived he has committed a noble error. For he has proved
that for his part he will do anything for anybody with a view to virtue and
improvement, than which there can be nothing nobler. 

Thus noble in every case is the acceptance of another for the sake of
virtue. This is that love which is the love of the heavenly godess, and is heavenly,
and of great price to individuals and cities, making the lover and the beloved alike
eager in the work of their own improvement. But all other loves are the offspring
of the other, who is the common goddess. To you, Phaedrus, I offer this my
contribution in praise of love, which is as good as I could make extempore.

Pausanias came to a pause—this is the balanced way in which I have been
taught by the wise to speak; and Aristodemus said that the turn of Aristophanes
was next, but either he had eaten too much, or from some other cause he had the
hiccough, and was obliged to change turns with Eryximachus the physician, who
was reclining on the couch below him.

 Eryximachus, he said, you ought either to stop my hiccough, or to speak
in my turn until I have left off.

[The Speech of Eryximachus]

I will do both, said Eryximachus: I will speak in your turn, and do you
speak in mine; and while I am speaking let me recommend you to hold your
breath, and if after you have done so for some time the hiccough is no better,
then gargle with a little water; and if it still continues, tickle your nose with some-
thing and sneeze; and if you sneeze once or twice, even the most violent hiccough
is sure to go. I will do as you prescribe, said Aristophanes, and now get on.
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Eryximachus spoke as follows: Seeing that Pausanias made a fair begin-
ning, and but a lame ending, I must endeavour to supply his deficiency. I think
that he has rightly distinguished two kinds of love. But my art further informs me
that the double love is not merely an affection of the soul of man towards the fair,
or towards anything, but is to be found in the bodies of all animals and in produc-
tions of the earth, and I may say in all that is; such is the conclusion which I seem
to have gathered from my own art of medicine, whence I learn how great and
wonderful and universal is the deity of love, whose empire extends over all things,
divine as well as human. And from medicine I will begin that I may do honour to
my art.

There are in the human body these two kinds of love, which are confess-
edly different and unlike, and being unlike, they have loves and desires which are
unlike; and the desire of the healthy is one, and the desire of the diseased is
another; and as Pausanias said, that to indulge good men is honourable, and bad
men dishonourable:—so too in the body the good and healthy elements are to be
indulged, and the bad elements and the elements of disease are not to be indulged,
but discouraged.

And this is what the physician has to do, and in this the art of medicine
consists: for medicine may be regarded generally as the knowledge of the loves
and desires of the body, and how to satisfy them or not; and the best physician is
he who is able to separate fair love from foul, or to convert one into the other;
and he who knows how to eradicate and how to implant love, whichever is
required, and can reconcile the most hostile elements in the constitution and
make them loving friends, is a skilful practitioner. Now the most hostile are the
most opposite, such as hot and cold, bitter and sweet, moist and dry, and the like.
And my ancestor, Asclepius, knowing how to implant friendship and accord in
these elements, was the creator of our art, as our friends the poets here tell us,
and I believe them; and not only medicine in every branch but the arts of gymnas-
tic and husbandry are under his dominion.

Any one who pays the least attention to the subject will also perceive that
in music there is the same reconciliation of opposites; and I suppose that this
must have been the meaning of Heraclitus, although his words are not accurate;
for he says that The One is united by disunion, like the harmony of the bow and
the lyre. Now there is an absurdity saying that harmony is discord or is composed
of elements which are still in a state of discord. But what he probably meant was,
that harmony is composed of differing notes of higher or lower pitch which dis-
agreed once, but are now reconciled by the art of music; for if the higher and
lower notes still disagreed, there could be no harmony,—clearly not. For harmony
is a symphony, and symphony is an agreement; but an agreement of disagree-
ments while they disagree cannot be; you cannot harmonize that which disagrees.

In like manner rhythm is compounded of elements short and long, once
differing and now in accord; which accordance, as in the former instance, medi-
cine, so in all these other cases, music implants, making love and unison to grow
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up among them; and thus music, too, is concerned with the principles of love in
their application to harmony and rhythm. Again, in the essential nature of harmo-
ny and rhythm there is no difficulty in discerning love which has not yet become
double. But when you want to use them in actual life, either in the composition of
songs or in the correct performance of airs or metres composed already, which
latter is called education, then the difficulty begins, and the good artist is needed.
. . . Whence I infer that in music, in medicine, in all other things human as well as
divine, both loves ought to be noted as far as may be, for they are both present.

The course of the seasons is also full of both these principles; and when,
as I was saying, the elements of hot and cold, moist and dry, attain the harmoni-
ous love of one another and blend in temperance and harmony, they bring to
men, animals, and plants health and plenty, and do them no harm; whereas the
wanton love, getting the upper hand and affecting the seasons of the year, is very
destructive and injurious, being the source of pestilence, and bringing many other
kinds of diseases on animals and plants; for hoar-frost and hail and blight spring
from the excesses and disorders of these elements of love, which to know in
relation to the revolutions of the heavenly bodies and the seasons of the year is
termed astronomy.

Furthermore all sacrifices and the whole province of divination, which is
the art of communion between gods and men—these, I say, are concerned only
with the preservation of the good and the cure of the evil love. For all manner of
impiety is likely to ensue if, instead of accepting and honouring and reverencing
the harmonious love in all his actions, a man honours the other love, whether in
his feelings towards gods or parents, towards the living or the dead. 

Wherefore the business of divination is to see to these loves and to heal
them, and divination is the peacemaker of gods and men, working by a knowledge
of the religious or irreligious tendencies which exist in human loves. Such is the
great and mighty, or rather omnipotent force of love in general. And the love,
more especially, which is concerned with the good, and which is perfected in
company with temperance and justice, whether among gods or men, has the
greatest power, and is the source of all our happiness and harmony, and makes us
friends with the gods who are above us, and with one another.

I dare say that I too have omitted several things which might be said in
praise of Love, but this was not intentional, and you, Aristophanes, may now
supply the omission or take some other line of commendation; for I perceive that
you are rid of the hiccough.

[The Speech of Aristophanes]

Yes, said Aristophanes, who followed, the hiccough is gone; not, however,
until I applied the sneezing; and I wonder whether the harmony of the body has a
love of such noises and ticklings, for I no sooner applied the sneezing than I was
cured.
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Eryximachus said: Beware, friend Aristophanes, although you are going to
speak, you are making fun of me; and I shall have to watch and see whether I can-
not have a laugh at your expense, when you might speak in peace.

You are right, said Aristophanes, laughing. I will unsay my words; but
please do not watch me, as I fear that in the speech which I am about to make,
instead of others laughing with me, which is to the manner born of our muse and
would be all the better, I shall only be laughed at by them.

Do you expect to shoot your bolt and escape, Aristophanes? Well perhaps
if you are very careful and bear in mind that you will be called to account, I may
be induced to let you off.

Aristophanes professed to open another vein of discourse; he had a mind
to praise Love in another way, unlike that either of Pausanias or Eryximachus.
Mankind, he said, judging by their neglect of him, have never, as I think, at all
understood the power of Love. For if they had understood him they would surely
have built noble temples and altars, and offered solemn sacrifices in his honour;
but this is not done, and most certainly ought to be done: since of all the gods he
is the best friend of men, the helper and the healer of the ills which are the great
impediment to the happiness of the race. I will try to describe his power to you,
and you shall teach the rest of the world what I am teaching you.

In the first place, let me treat of the nature of man and what has happen-
ed to it; for the original human nature was not like the present, but different. The
sexes were not two as they are now, but originally three in number; there was
man, woman, and the union of the two, having a name corresponding to this
double nature, which had once a real existence, but is now lost, and the word
‘Androgynous’ is only preserved as a term of reproach.

In the second place, the primeval man was round, his back and sides
forming a circle; and he had four hands and four feet, one head with two faces,
looking opposite ways, set on a round neck and precisely alike; also four ears, two
privy members, and the remainder to correspond. He could walk upright as men
now do, backwards or forwards as he pleased, and he could also roll over and
over at a great pace, turning on his four hands and four feet, eight in all, like
tumblers going over and over with their legs in the air; this was when he wanted
to run fast. 

Now the sexes were three, and such as I have described them; because the
sun, moon, and earth are three; and the man was originally the child of the sun,
the woman of the earth, and the man-woman of the moon, which is made up of
sun and earth, and they were all round and moved round and round like their
parents. Terrible was their might and strength, and the thoughts of their hearts
were great, and they made an attack upon the gods; of them is told the tale of
Otys and Ephialtes who, as Homer says, dared to scale heaven, and would have
laid hands upon the gods. Doubt reigned in the celestial councils. Should they kill
them and annihilate the race with thunderbolts, as they had done the giants, then
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there would be an end of the sacrifices and worship men offered to them; but, on
the other hand, the gods could not suffer their insolence to be unrestrained.

At last, after a good deal of reflection, Zeus discovered a way. He said:
‘Methinks I have a plan which will humble their pride and improve their manners;
men shall continue to exist, but I will cut them in two and then they will be
diminished in strength and increased in numbers; this will have the advantage of
making them more profitable to us. They shall walk upright on two legs, and if
they continue insolent and will not be quiet, I will split them again and they shall
hop about on a single leg.’

He spoke and cut men in two, like a sorb-apple which is halved for pickl-
ing, or as you might divide an egg with a hair; and as he cut them one after anoth-
er, he bade Apollo give the face and the half of the neck a turn in order that the
man might contemplate the section of himself: he would thus learn a lesson of
humility. Apollo was also bidden to heal their wounds and compose their forms.
So he gave a turn to the face and pulled the skin from the sides all over that which
in our language is called the belly, like the purses which draw in, and he made one
mouth at the centre, which he fastened in a knot (the same which is called the
navel); he also molded the breast and took out most of the wrinkles, much as a
shoemaker might smooth leather upon a last; he left a few, however, in the region
of the belly and navel, as a memorial of the primeval state.

After the division the two parts of man, each desiring his other half, came
together, and throwing their arms about one another, entwined in mutual embra-
ces, longing to grow into one, they were on the point of dying from hunger and
self-neglect, because they did not like to do anything apart; and when one of the
halves died and the other survived, the survivor sought another mate, man or
woman as we call them,—being the sections of entire men or women,—and clung
to that. They were being destroyed, when Zeus in pity of them invented a new
plan: he turned the parts of generation round to the front, for this had not been
always their position, and they sowed the seed no longer as hitherto like grasshop-
pers in the ground, but in one another; and after the transposition the male gen-
erated in the female in order that by the mutual embraces of man and woman
they might breed, and the race might continue; or if man came to man they might
be satisfied, and rest, and go their ways to the business of life: so ancient is the
desire of one another which is implanted in us, reuniting our original nature, mak-
ing one of two, and healing the state of man.

Each of us when separated, having one side only, like a flat fish, is but the
indenture of a man, and he is always looking for his other half. Men who are a
section of that double nature which was once called Androgynous are lovers of
women; adulterers are generally of this breed, and also adulterous women who
lust after men: the women who are a section of the woman do not care for men,
but have female attachments; the female companions are of this sort. But they
who are a section of the male follow the male, and while they are young, being
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slices of the original man, they hang about men and embrace them, and they are
themselves the best of boys and youths, because they have the most manly nature.

Some indeed assert that they are shameless, but this is not true; for they
do not act thus from any want of shame, but because they are valiant and manly,
and have a manly countenance, and they embrace that which is like them. And
these when they grow up become our statesmen, and these only, which is a great
proof of the truth of what I am saving. When they reach manhood they are lovers
of youth, and are not naturally inclined to marry or beget children,—if at all, they
do so only in obedience to the law; but they are satisfied if they may be allowed to
live with one another unwedded; and such a nature is prone to love and ready to
return love, always embracing that which is akin to him.

And when one of them meets with his other half, the actual half of him-
self, whether he be a lover of youth or a lover of another sort, the pair are lost in
an amazement of love and friendship and intimacy, and one will not be out of the
other’s sight, as I may say, even for a moment: these are the people who pass
their whole lives together; yet they could not explain what they desire of one
another. For the intense yearning which each of them has towards the other does
not appear to be the desire of lover’s intercourse, but of something else which the
soul of either evidently desires and cannot tell, and of which she has only a dark
and doubtful presentiment. 

Suppose Hephaestus, with his instruments, to come to the pair who are
lying side by side and to say to them, ‘What do you people want of one another?’
they would be unable to explain. And suppose further, that when he saw their
perplexity he said: ‘Do you desire to be wholly one; always day and night to be in
one another’s company? for if this is what you desire, I am ready to melt you into
one and let you grow together, so that being two you shall become one, and while
you live live a common life as if you were a single man, and after your death in the
world below still be one departed soul instead of two—I ask whether this is what
you lovingly desire, and whether you are satisfied to attain this?’—there is not a
man of them who when he heard the proposal would deny or would not acknow-
ledge that this meeting and melting into one another, this becoming one instead
of two, was the very expression of his ancient need. And the reason is that human
nature was originally one and we were a whole, and the desire and pursuit of the
whole is called love.

There was a time, I say, when we were one, but now because of the wick-
edness of mankind God has dispersed us, as the Arcadians were dispersed into
villages by the Lacedaemonians. And if we are not obedient to the gods, there is a
danger that we shall be split up again and go about in basso-relievo, like the pro-
file figures having only half a nose which are sculptured on monuments, and that
we shall be like tallies. Wherefore let us exhort all men to piety, that we may avoid
evil, and obtain the good, of which Love is to us the lord and minister; and let no
one oppose him—he is the enemy of the gods who opposes him. For if we are
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friends of the God and at peace with him we shall find our own true loves, which
rarely happens in this world at present.

I am serious, and therefore I must beg Eryximachus not to make fun or to
find any allusion in what I am saying to Pausanias and Agathon, who, as I suspect,
are both of the manly nature, and belong to the class which I have been describ-
ing. But my words have a wider application —they include men and women
everywhere; and I believe that if our loves were perfectly accomplished, and each
one returning to his primeval nature had his original true love, then our race
would be happy. And if this would be best of all, the best in the next degree and
under present circumstances must be the nearest approach to such an union; and
that will be the attainment of a congenial love.

Wherefore, if we would praise him who has given to us the benefit, we
must praise the god Love, who is our greatest benefactor, both leading us in this
life back to our own nature, and giving us high hopes for the future, for he prom-
ises that if we are pious, he will restore us to our original state, and heal us and
make us happy and blessed. This, Eryximachus, is my discourse of love, which,
although different to yours, I must beg you to leave unassailed by the shafts of
your ridicule, in order that each may have his turn; each, or rather either, for
Agathon and Socrates are the only ones left.

Indeed, I am not going to attack you, said Eryximachus, for I thought
your speech charming, and did I not know that Agathon and Socrates are masters
in the art of love, I should be really afraid that they would have nothing to say,
after the world of things which have been said already. But, for all that, I am not
without hopes.

Socrates said: You played your part well, Eryximachus; but if you were as I
am now, or rather as I shall be when Agathon has spoken, you would, indeed, be
in a great strait. You want to cast a spell over me, Socrates, said Agathon, in the
hope that I may be disconcerted at the expectation raised among the audience
that I shall speak well.

I should be strangely forgetful, Agathon, replied Socrates, of the courage
and magnanimity which you showed when your own compositions were about to
be exhibited, and you came upon the stage with the actors and faced the vast
theatre altogether undismayed, if I thought that your nerves could be fluttered at a
small party of friends.

Do you think, Socrates, said Agathon, that my head is so full of the
theatre as not to know how much more formidable to a man of sense a few good
judges are than many fools?

Nay, replied Socrates, I should be very wrong in attributing to you,
Agathon, that or any other want of refinement. And I am quite aware that if you
happened to meet with any whom you thought wise, you would care for their
opinion much more than for that of the many. But then we, having been a part of
the foolish many in the theatre, cannot be regarded as the select wise; though I
know that if you chanced to be in the presence, not of one of ourselves, but of
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some really wise man, you would be ashamed of disgracing yourself before him—
would you not?

Yes, said Agathon.
But before the many you would not be ashamed, if you thought that you

were doing something disgraceful in their presence?
Here Phaedrus interrupted them, saying: not answer him, my dear

Agathon; for if he can only get a partner with whom he can talk, especially a
good-looking one, he will no longer care about the completion of our plan. Now
I love to hear him talk; but just at present I must not forget the encomium on
Love which I ought to receive from him and from every one. When you and he
have paid your tribute to the god, then you may talk.

[The Speech of Agathon ]

Very good, Phaedrus, said Agathon; I see no reason why I should not pro-
ceed with my speech, as I shall have many other opportunities of conversing with
Socrates. Let me say first how I ought to speak, and then speak. The previous
speakers, instead of praising the god Love, or unfolding his nature, appear to have
congratulated mankind on the benefits he confers upon them. But I would rather
praise the god first and then speak of his gifts; this is the right way of praising
everything.

May I say without impiety or offence, that of all the blessed gods he is the
most blessed because he is the fairest and best? And he is the fairest: for, in the
first place, he is the youngest, and of his youth he is himself the witness, fleeing
out of the way of age, who is swift enough, swifter truly than most of us like:—
Love hates him and will not come near him; but youth and love live and move
together—like to like, as the proverb says. Many things were said by Phaedrus
about Love in which I agree with him; but I cannot agree that he is older than
Iapetus and Kronos:—not so; I maintain him to be the youngest of the gods, and
youthful ever. 

The ancient doings among the gods of which Hesiod and Parmenides
spoke, if the tradition of them be true, were done of Necessity and not of Love;
had Love been in those days, there would have been no chaining or mutilation of
the gods, or other violence, but peace and sweetness, as there is now in heaven,
since the rule of Love began. Love is young and also tender; he ought to have a
poet like Homer to describe his tenderness, as Homer says of Ate, that she is a
goddess and tender:— ‘Her feet are tender, for she sets her steps, Not on the
ground but on the heads of men:’ herein is an excellent proof of her tenderness,
—that she walks not upon the hard but upon the soft. Let us adduce a similar
proof of the tenderness of Love; for he walks not upon the earth, nor yet upon
the skulls of men, which are not so very soft, but in the hearts and souls of both
gods and men, which are of all things the softest: in them he walks and dwells and
makes his home. 
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Not in every soul without exception, for where there is hardness he
departs, where there is softness there he dwells; and nestling always with his feet
and in all manner of ways in the softest of soft places, how can he be other than
the softest of all things? Of a truth he is the tenderest as well as the youngest, and
also he is of flexile form; for if he were hard and without flexure he could not en-
fold all things, or wind his way into and out of every soul of man undiscovered.
And a proof of his flexibility and symmetry of form is his grace, which is univers-
ally admitted to be in an especial manner the attribute of Love; ungrace and love
are always at war with one another. The fairness of his complexion is revealed by
his habitation among the flowers; for he dwells not amid bloomless or fading
beauties, whether of body or soul or aught else, but in the place of flowers and
scents, there he sits and abides.

Concerning the beauty of the god I have said enough; and yet there
remains much more which I might say. Of his virtue I have now to speak: his
greatest glory is that he can neither do nor suffer wrong to or from any god or
any man; for he suffers not by force if he suffers; force comes not near him,
neither when he acts does he act by force. For all men in all things serve him of
their own free will, and where there is voluntary agreement, there, as the laws
which are the lords of the city say, is justice.

Not only is he just but exceedingly temperate, for Temperance is the
acknowledged ruler of the pleasures and desires, and no pleasure ever masters
Love; he is their master and they are his servants; and if he conquers them he
must be temperate indeed. As to courage, even the God of War is no match for
him; he is the captive and Love is the lord, for love, the love of Aphrodite,
masters him, as the tale runs; and the master is stronger than the servant. And if
he conquers the bravest of all others, he must be himself the bravest. Of his
courage and justice and temperance I have spoken, but I have yet to speak of his
wisdom; and according to the measure of my ability I must try to do my best.

In the first place he is a poet (and here, like Eryximachus, I magnify my
art), and he is also the source of poesy in others, which he could not be if he were
not himself a poet. And at the touch of him every one becomes a poet, even
though he had no music in him before; this also is a proof that Love is a good
poet and accomplished in all the fine arts; for no one can give to another that
which he has not himself, or teach that of which he has no knowledge.

Who will deny that the creation of the animals is his doing? Are they not
all the works of his wisdom, born and begotten of him? And as to the artists, do
we not know that he only of them whom love inspires has the light of fame?—he
whom Love touches not walks in darkness. The arts of medicine and archery and
divination were discovered by Apollo, under the guidance of love and desire; so
that he too is a disciple of Love. Also the melody of the Muses, the metallurgy of
Hephaestus, the weaving of Athene, the empire of Zeus over gods and men, are
all due to Love, who was the inventor of them. And so Love set in order the
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empire of the gods—the love of beauty, as is evident, for with deformity Love has
no concern. 

In the days of old, as I began by saying, dreadful deeds were done among
the gods, for they were ruled by Necessity; but now since the birth of Love, and
from the Love of the beautiful, has sprung every good in heaven and earth.
Therefore, Phaedrus, I say of Love that he is the fairest and best in himself, and
the cause of what is fairest and best in all other things. And there comes into my
mind a line of poetry in which he is said to be the god who ‘Gives peace on earth
and calms the stormy deep, Who stills the winds and bids the sufferer sleep.’

This is he who empties men of disaffection and fills them with affection,
who makes them to meet together at banquets such as these: in sacrifices, feasts,
dances, he is our lord—who sends courtesy and sends away discourtesy, who
gives kindness ever and never gives unkindness; the friend of the good, the
wonder of the wise, the amazement of the gods; desired by those who have no
part in him, and precious to those who have the better part in him; parent of
delicacy, luxury, desire, fondness, softness, grace; regardful of the good, regardless
of the evil: in every word, work, wish, fear—saviour, pilot, comrade, helper; glory
of gods and men, leader best and brightest: in whose footsteps let every man
follow, sweetly singing in his honour and joining in that sweet strain with which
love charms the souls of gods and men. Such is the speech, Phaedrus, half-playful,
yet having a certain measure of seriousness, which, according to my ability, I
dedicate to the god.

[The Speeches of Socrates]

When Agathon had done speaking, Aristodemus said that there was a
general cheer; the young man was thought to have spoken in a manner worthy of
himself, and of the god. And Socrates, looking at Eryximachus, said: Tell me, son
of Acumenus, was there not reason in my fears? Was I not a prophet when I said
that Agathon would make a wonderful oration, and that I should be in a strait?

The part of the prophecy which concerns Agathon, replied Eryximachus,
appears to me to be true; but not the other part—that you will be in a strait.

Why, my dear friend, said Socrates, must not I or any one be in a strait
who has to speak after he has heard such a rich and varied discourse? I am
especially struck with the beauty of the concluding words—who could listen to
them without amazement? When I reflected on the immeasurable inferiority of
my own powers, I was ready to run away for shame, if there had been a possibility
of escape. For I was reminded of Gorgias, and at the end of his speech I fancied
that Agathon was shaking at me the Gorginian or Gorgonian head of the great
master of rhetoric, which was simply to turn me and my speech into stone, as
Homer says, and strike me dumb.

And then I perceived how foolish I had been in consenting to take my
turn with you in praising love, and saying that I too was a master of the art, when
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I really had no conception how anything ought to be praised. For in my simplicity
I imagined that the topics of praise should be true, and that this being presuppo-
sed, out of the true the speaker was to choose the best and set them forth in the
best manner. I felt quite proud, thinking that I knew the nature of true praise, and
should speak well. Whereas I now see that the intention was to attribute to Love
every species of greatness and glory, whether really belonging to him or not, with-
out regard to truth or falsehood—that was no matter; for the original proposal
seems to have been not that each of you should really praise Love, but only that
you should appear to praise him.

 So you attribute to Love every imaginable form of praise which can be
gathered anywhere; and you say that ‘he is all this,’ and ‘the cause of all that,’ mak-
ing him appear the fairest and best of all to those who know him not, for you
cannot impose upon those who know him. And a noble and solemn hymn of
praise have you rehearsed. But as I misunderstood the nature of the praise when I
said that I would take my turn, I must beg to be absolved from the promise which
I made in ignorance, and which (as Euripides would say) was a promise of the lips
and not of the mind. Farewell then to such a strain: for I do not praise in that
way; no, indeed, I cannot.

But if you like to hear the truth about love, I am ready to speak in my own
manner, though I will not make myself ridiculous by entering into any rivalry with
you. Say then, Phaedrus, whether you would like to have the truth about love,
spoken in any words and in any order which may happen to come into my mind
at the time. Will that be agreeable to you? Aristodemus said that Phaedrus and the
company bid him speak in any manner which he thought best. Then, he added, let
me have your permission first to ask Agathon a few more questions, in order that
I may take his admissions as the premisses of my discourse.

[Socrates interrogates Agathon]

I grant the permission, said Phaedrus: put your questions.
Socrates then proceeded as follows:— In the magnificent oration which

you have just uttered, I think that you were right, my dear Agathon, in proposing
to speak of the nature of Love first and afterwards of his works—that is a way of
beginning which I very much approve. And as you have spoken so eloquently of
his nature, may I ask you further, Whether love is the love of something or of
nothing? And here I must explain myself: I do not want you to say that love is the
love of a father or the love of a mother—that would be ridiculous; but to answer
as you would, if I asked is a father a father of something? to which you would find
no difficulty in replying, of a son or daughter: and the answer would be right.

Very true, said Agathon.
And you would say the same of a mother?
He assented.
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Yet let me ask you one more question in order to illustrate my meaning: Is
not a brother to be regarded essentially as a brother of something?

Certainly, he replied.
That is, of a brother or sister?
Yes, he said.
And now, said Socrates, I will ask about Love:—Is Love of something or

of nothing?
Of something, surely, he replied.
Keep in mind what this is, and tell me what I want to know—whether

Love desires that of which love is.
Yes, surely.
And does he possess, or not possess, that which he loves and desires?
Probably not, I should say.
Nay, replied Socrates, I would have you consider whether ‘necessarily’ is

not rather the word. The inference that he who desires something is in want of
something, and that he who desires nothing is in want of nothing, is in my
judgment, Agathon, absolutely and necessarily true. What do you think?

I agree with you, said Agathon.
Very good. Would he who is great desire to be great or he who is strong

desire to be strong?
That would be inconsistent with our previous admissions.
True. For he who is anything cannot want to be that which he is?
Very true.
And yet, added Socrates, if a man being strong desired to be strong, or be-

ing swift desired to be swift, or being healthy desired to be healthy, in that case he
might be thought to desire something which he already has or is. I give the exam-
ple in order that we may avoid misconception. For the possessors of these quali-
ties, Agathon, must be supposed to have their respective advantages at the time,
whether they choose or not; and who can desire that which he has? Therefore,
when a person says, I am well and wish to be well, or I am rich and wish to be
rich, and I desire simply to have what I have—to him we shall reply: ‘You, my
friend, having wealth and health and strength, want to have the continuance of
them; for at this moment, whether you choose or no, you have them. And when
you say, I desire what I have and nothing else, is not your meaning that you want
to have what you now have in the future?’ He must agree with us—must he not?

He must, replied Agathon.
Then, said Socrates, he desires that what he has at present may be preser-

ved to him in the future, which is equivalent to saying that he desires something
which is non-existent to him, and which as yet he has not got:

Very true, he said.
Then he and every one who desires, desires that which he has not already,

and which is future and not present, and which he has not, and is not, and of
which he is in want;—these are the sort of things which love and desire seek?
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Very true, he said.
Then now, said Socrates, let us recapitulate the argument. First, is not love

of something, and of something too which is wanting to a man?
Yes, he replied.
Remember further what you said in your speech, or if you do not remem-

ber I will remind you: you said that the love of the beautiful set in order the
empire of the gods, for that of deformed things there is no love—did you not say
something of that kind?

Yes, said Agathon.
Yes, my friend, and the remark was a just one. And if this is true, Love is

the love of beauty and not of deformity?
He assented.
And Love is of something a man wants and has not?
True, he said.
Then Love wants and has not beauty?
Certainly, he replied.
Would you call beautiful that which wants and does not possess beauty?
Certainly not.
Then would you still say that love is beautiful?
Agathon replied: I fear that I did not understand what I was saying.
You made a very good speech, Agathon, replied Socrates; but there is yet

one small question which I would fain ask:—Is not the good also the beautiful?
Yes.
Then in wanting the beautiful, love wants also the good?
I cannot refute you, Socrates, said Agathon:—Let us assume that what

you say is true.
Say rather, beloved Agathon, that you cannot refute the truth; for Socrates

is easily refuted.

[Socrates recounts the speech of Diotima]

And now, taking my leave of you, I would rehearse a tale of love which I
heard from Diotima of Mantineia, a woman wise in this and in many other kinds
of knowledge, who in the days of old, when the Athenians offered sacrifice before
the coming of the plague, delayed the disease ten years. She was my instructress in
the art of love, and I shall repeat to you what she said to me, beginning with the
admissions made by Agathon, which are nearly if not quite the same which I
made to the wise woman when she questioned me: I think this will be the easiest
way, and I shall take both parts myself as well as I can. As you, Agathon, sugges-
ted, I must speak first of the being and nature of Love, and then of his works.

First I said to her in nearly the same words which he used to me, that
Love was a mighty god, and likewise fair; and she proved to me as I proved to
him that, by my own showing, Love was neither fair nor good.
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‘What do you mean, Diotima,’ I said, ‘is love then evil and foul?’
‘Hush,’ she cried; ‘must that be foul which is not fair?’
‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘And is that which is not wise, ignorant? do you not see

that there is a mean between wisdom and ignorance?’
‘And what may that be?’ I said. ‘Right opinion,’ she replied; ‘which, as you

know, being incapable of giving a reason, is not knowledge (for how can knowled-
ge be devoid of reason? nor again, ignorance, for neither can ignorance attain the
truth), but is clearly something which is a mean between ignorance and wisdom.’

‘Quite true,’ I replied.
‘Do not then insist,’ she said, ‘that what is not fair is of necessity foul, or

what is not good evil; or infer that because love is not fair and good he is there-
fore foul and evil; for he is in a mean between them.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘Love is surely admitted by all to be a great god.’
‘By those who know or by those who do not know?’
‘By all.’
‘And how, Socrates,’ she said with a smile, ‘can Love be acknowledged to

be a great god by those who say that he is not a god at all?’
‘And who are they?’ I said.
 ‘You and I are two of them,’ she replied.
 ‘How can that be?’ I said.
 ‘It is quite intelligible,’ she replied; ‘for you yourself would acknowledge

that the gods are happy and fair—of course you would—would you dare to say
that any god was not?’

‘Certainly not,’ I replied.
‘And you mean by the happy, those who are the possessors of things

good or fair?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you admitted that Love, because he was in want, desires those good

and fair things of which he is in want?’
‘Yes, I did.’
‘But how can he be a god who has no portion in what is good or fair?’
‘Impossible.’
‘Then you see that you also deny the divinity of Love.’
‘What then is Love?’ I asked; ‘Is he mortal?’
‘No.’
‘What then?’ 
‘As in the former instance, he is neither mortal nor immortal, but in a

mean between the two.’ 
‘What is he, Diotima?’
‘He is a great daimon, and like all spirits he is intermediate between divine

and mortal.’
‘And what,’ I said, ‘is his power?’
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‘He interprets,’ she replied, ‘between gods and men, conveying and taking
across to the gods the prayers and sacrifices of men, and to men the commands
and replies of the gods; he is the mediator who spans the chasm which divides
them, and therefore in him all is bound together, and through him the arts of the
prophet and the priest, their sacrifices and mysteries and charms, and all prophecy
and incantation, find their way.

For God mingles not with man; but through Love all the intercourse and
converse of God with man, whether awake or asleep, is carried on. The wisdom
which understands this is spiritual; all other wisdom, such as that of arts and
handicrafts, is mean and vulgar. Now these spirits or intermediate powers are
many and diverse, and one of them is Love.’

‘And who,’ I said, ‘was his father, and who his mother?’
‘The tale,’ she said, ‘will take time; nevertheless I will tell you. On the

birthday of Aphrodite there was a feast of the gods, at which the god Poros or
Plenty, who is the son of Metis or Discretion, was one of the guests. When the
feast was over, Penia or Poverty, as the manner is on such occasions, came about
the doors to beg. Now Plenty who was the worse for nectar (there was no wine in
those days), went into the garden of Zeus and fell into a heavy sleep, and Poverty
considering her own straitened circumstances, plotted to have a child by him, and
accordingly she lay down at his side and conceived Love, who partly because he is
naturally a lover of the beautiful, and because Aphrodite is herself beautiful, and
also because he was born on her birthday, is her follower and attendant.

And as his parentage is, so also are his fortunes. In the first place he is
always poor, and anything but tender and fair, as the many imagine him; and he is
rough and squalid, and has no shoes, nor a house to dwell in; on the bare earth
exposed he lies under the open heaven, in the streets, or at the doors of houses,
taking his rest; and like his mother he is always in distress. Like his father too,
whom he also partly resembles, he is always plotting against the fair and good; he
is bold, enterprising, strong, a mighty hunter, always weaving some intrigue or
other, keen in the pursuit of wisdom, fertile in resources; a philosopher at all
times, terrible as an enchanter, sorcerer, sophist.

He is by nature neither mortal nor immortal, but alive and flourishing at
one moment when he is in plenty, and dead at another moment, and again alive
by reason of his father’s nature. But that which is always flowing in is always
flowing out, and so he is never in want and never in wealth; and, further, he is in a
mean between ignorance and knowledge. 

The truth of the matter is this: No god is a philosopher or seeker after
wisdom, for he is wise already; nor does any man who is wise seek after wisdom.
Neither do the ignorant seek after wisdom. For herein is the evil of ignorance,
that he who is neither good nor wise is nevertheless satisfied with himself: he has
no desire for that of which he feels no want.’

‘But who then,’ I said, ‘are the lovers of wisdom, if they are neither the
wise nor the foolish?’
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‘A child may answer that question,’ she replied; ‘they are those who are in
a mean between the two; Love is one of them. For wisdom is a most beautiful
thing, and Love is of the beautiful; and therefore Love is also a philosopher or
lover of wisdom, and being a lover of wisdom is in a mean between the wise and
the ignorant. And of this too his birth is the cause; for his father is wealthy and
wise, and his mother poor and foolish. Such, my dear Socrates, is the nature of
the spirit Love.

The error in your conception of him was very natural, and as I imagine
from what you say, has arisen out of a confusion of love and the beloved, which
made you think that love was all beautiful. For the beloved is the truly beautiful,
and delicate, and perfect, and blessed; but the principle of love is of another
nature, and is such as I have described.’

I said, ‘O thou stranger woman, thou sayest well; but, assuming Love to
be such as you say, what is the use of him to men?’

‘That, Socrates,’ she replied, ‘I will attempt to unfold: of his nature and
birth I have already spoken; and you acknowledge that love is of the beautiful. But
some one will say: Of the beautiful in what, Socrates and Diotima?—or rather let
me put the question more clearly, and ask: When a man loves the beautiful, what
does he desire?’

I answered her ‘That the beautiful may be his.’
‘The answer suggests a further question: What is given by the possession

of beauty?’
‘To what you have asked,’ I replied, ‘I have no answer ready.’
‘Then,’ she said, ‘let me put the word “good” in the place of the beautiful,

and repeat the question once more: If he who loves loves the good, what is it
then that he loves?’

‘The possession of the good,’ I said.
‘And what does he gain who possesses the good?’
‘Happiness,’ I replied; ‘there is less difficulty in answering that question.’
‘Yes,’ she said, ‘the happy are made happy by the acquisition of good

things. Nor is there any need to ask why a man desires happiness; the answer is
already final.’

‘You are right.’ I said.
‘And is this wish and this desire common to all? and do all men always

desire their own good, or only some men?—what say you?’
‘All men,’ I replied; ‘the desire is common to all.’
 ‘Why, then,’ she rejoined, ‘are not all men, Socrates, said to love, but only

some of them? whereas you say that all men are always loving the same things.’
‘I myself wonder,’ I said, ‘why this is.’
‘There is nothing to wonder at,’ she replied; ‘the reason is that one part of

love is separated off and receives the name of the whole, but the other parts have
other names.’

‘Give an illustration,’ I said.
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She answered me as follows: ‘There is poetry, which, as you know, is
complex and manifold. All creation or passage of non-being into being is poetry
or making, and the processes of all art are creative; and the masters of arts are all
poets or makers.’

‘Very true.’
‘Still,’ she said, ‘you know that they are not called poets, but have other

names; only that portion of the art which is separated off from the rest, and is
concerned with music and metre, is termed poetry, and they who possess poetry
in this sense of the word are called poets.’

‘Very true,’ I said.
‘And the same holds of love. For you may say generally that all desire of

good and happiness is only the great and subtle power of love; but they who are
drawn towards him by any other path, whether the path of money-making or
gymnastics or philosophy, are not called lovers—the name of the whole is appro-
priated to those whose affection takes one form only—they alone are said to love,
or to be lovers.’

‘I dare say,’ I replied, ‘that you are right.’
‘Yes,’ she added, ‘and you hear people say that lovers are seeking for their

other half; but I say that they are seeking neither for the half of themselves, nor
for the whole, unless the half or the whole be also a good. And they will cut off
their own hands and feet and cast them away, if they are evil; for they love not
what is their own, unless perchance there be some one who calls what belongs to
him the good, and what belongs to another the evil. For there is nothing which
men love but the good. Is there anything?’

‘Certainly, I should say, that there is nothing.’
‘Then,’ she said, ‘the simple truth is, that men love the good.’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘To which must be added that they love the possession of the good?’
‘Yes, that must be added.’
‘And not only the possession, but the everlasting possession of the good?’
‘That must be added too.’
‘Then love,’ she said, ‘may be described as the love of the everlasting

possession of the good?’
‘That is most true.’
‘Then if this be the nature of love, can you tell me further,’ she said, ‘what

is the manner of the pursuit? what are they doing who show all this eagerness and
heat which is called love? and what is the object that they have in view?’

‘Nay, Diotima,’ I replied, ‘if I had known, I should not have wondered at
your wisdom, neither should I have come to learn from you about this very
matter.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I will teach you:—The object which they have in view is
birth in beauty, whether of body or soul.’

‘I do not understand you,’ I said; ‘the oracle requires an explanation.’
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‘I will make my meaning clearer,’ she replied. ‘I mean to say, that all men
are bringing to the birth in their bodies and in their souls. There is a certain age at
which human nature is desirous of procreation—procreation which must be in
beauty and not in deformity; and this procreation is the union of man and
woman, and is a divine thing; for conception and generation are an immortal prin-
ciple in the mortal creature, and in the inharmonious they can never be. But the
deformed is always inharmonious with the divine, and the beautiful harmonious.

Beauty, then, is the destiny or goddess of parturition who presides at
birth, and therefore, when approaching beauty, the conceiving power is propiti-
ous, and diffusive, and benign, and begets and bears fruit: at the sight of ugliness
she frowns and contracts and has a sense of pain, and turns away, and shrivels up,
and not without a pang refrains from conception. And this is the reason why,
when the hour of conception arrives, and the teeming nature is full, there is such
a flutter and ecstasy about beauty whose approach is the alleviation of the pain of
travail. For love, Socrates, is not, as you imagine, the love of the beautiful only.’

‘What then?’
‘The love of generation and of birth in beauty.’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘Yes, indeed,’ she replied.
‘But why of generation?’
‘Because to the mortal creature, generation is a sort of eternity and im-

mortality,’ she replied; ‘and if, as has been already admitted, love is of the ever-
lasting possession of the good, all men will necessarily desire immortality together
with good: Wherefore love is of immortality.’

All this she taught me at various times when she spoke of love. And I re-
member her once saying to me, ‘What is the cause, Socrates, of love, and the at-
tendant desire? See you not how all animals, birds, as well as beasts, in their desire
of procreation, are in agony when they take the infection of love, which begins
with the desire of union; whereto is added the care of offspring, on whose behalf
the weakest are ready to battle against the strongest even to the uttermost, and to
die for them, and will let themselves be tormented with hunger or suffer anything
in order to maintain their young. Man may be supposed to act thus from reason;
but why should animals have these passionate feelings? Can you tell me why?’

Again I replied that I did not know. She said to me:
‘And do you expect ever to become a master in the art of love, if you do

not know this?’ ‘But I have told you already, Diotima, that my ignorance is the
reason why I come to you; for I am conscious that I want a teacher; tell me then
the cause of this and of the other mysteries of love.’

‘Marvel not,’ she said, ‘if you believe that love is of the immortal, as we
have several times acknowledged; for here again, and on the same principle too,
the mortal nature is seeking as far as is possible to be everlasting and immortal:
and this is only to be attained by generation, because generation always leaves be-
hind a new existence in the place of the old. Nay even in the life of the same indi-
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vidual there is succession and not absolute unity: a man is called the same, and yet
in the short interval which elapses between youth and age, and in which every ani-
mal is said to have life and identity, he is undergoing a perpetual process of loss
and reparation—hair, flesh, bones, blood, the whole body are always changing.

Which is true not only of the body, but also of the soul, whose habits,
tempers, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains, fears, never remain the same in any
one of us, but are always coming and going; and equally true of knowledge, and
what is still more surprising to us mortals, not only do the sciences in general
spring up and decay, so that in respect of them we are never the same; but each
of them individually experiences a like change.

For what is implied in the word “recollection,” but the departure of know-
ledge, which is ever being forgotten, and is renewed and preserved by recollection,
and appears to be the same although in reality new, according to that law of suc-
cession by which all mortal things are preserved, not absolutely the same, but by
substitution, the old worn-out mortality leaving another new and similar existence
behind—unlike the divine, which is always the same and not another? And in this
way, Socrates, the mortal body, or mortal anything, partakes of immortality; but
the immortal in another way. Marvel not then at the love which all men have of
their offspring; for that universal love and interest is for the sake of immortality.’

I was astonished at her words, and said: ‘Is this really true, O thou wise
Diotima?’ And she answered with all the authority of an accomplished sophist:

‘Of that, Socrates, you may be assured;—think only of the ambition of
men, and you will wonder at the senselessness of their ways, unless you consider
how they are stirred by the love of an immortality of fame. They are ready to run
all risks greater far than they would have run for their children, and to spend
money and undergo any sort of toil, and even to die, for the sake of leaving
behind them a name which shall be eternal. Do you imagine that Alcestis would
have died to save Admetus, or Achilles to avenge Patroclus, or your own Codrus
in order to preserve the kingdom for his sons, if they had not imagined that the
memory of their virtues, which still survives among us, would be immortal? Nay,’
she said, ‘I am persuaded that all men do all things, and the better they are the
more they do them, in hope of the glorious fame of immortal virtue; for they
desire the immortal.

‘Those who are pregnant in the body only, betake themselves to women
and beget children— this is the character of their love; their offspring, as they
hope, will preserve their memory and giving them the blessedness and immortality
which they desire in the future. But souls which are pregnant —for there certainly
are men who are more creative in their souls than in their bodies—conceive that
which is proper for the soul to conceive or contain. And what are these concep-
tions?—wisdom and virtue in general. And such creators are poets and all artists
who are deserving of the name inventor.

But the greatest and fairest sort of wisdom by far is that which is concer-
ned with the ordering of states and families, and which is called temperance and
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justice. And he who in youth has the seed of these implanted in him and is him-
self inspired, when he comes to maturity desires to beget and generate. He wan-
ders about seeking beauty that he may beget offspring—for in deformity he will
beget nothing—and naturally embraces the beautiful rather than the deformed
body; above all when he finds a fair and noble and well-nurtured soul, he embra-
ces the two in one person, and to such an one he is full of speech about virtue
and the nature and pursuits of a good man; and he tries to educate him; and at the
touch of the beautiful which is ever present to his memory, even when absent, he
brings forth that which he had conceived long before, and in company with him
tends that which he brings forth; and they are married by a far nearer tie and have
a closer friendship than those who beget mortal children, for the children who are
their common offspring are fairer and more immortal.

Who, when he thinks of Homer and Hesiod and other great poets, would
not rather have their children than ordinary human ones? Who would not emulate
them in the creation of children such as theirs, which have preserved their mem-
ory and given them everlasting glory? Or who would not have such children as
Lycurgus left behind him to be the saviours, not only of Lacedaemon, but of
Hellas, as one may say? There is Solon, too, who is the revered father of Athenian
laws; and many others there are in many other places, both among Hellenes and
barbarians, who have given to the world many noble works, and have been the
parents of virtue of every kind; and many temples have been raised in their
honour for the sake of children such as theirs; which were never raised in honour
of any one, for the sake of his mortal children.

‘These are the lesser mysteries of love, into which even you, Socrates, may
enter; to the greater and more hidden ones which are the crown of these, and to
which, if you pursue them in a right spirit, they will lead, I know not whether you
will be able to attain. But I will do my utmost to inform you, and do you follow if
you can. For he who would proceed aright in this matter should begin in youth to
visit beautiful forms; and first, if he be guided by his instructor aright, to love one
such form only—out of that he should create fair thoughts; and soon he will of
himself perceive that the beauty of one form is akin to the beauty of another; and
then if beauty of form in general is his pursuit, how foolish would he be not to
recognize that the beauty in every form is and the same!

And when he perceives this he will abate his violent love of the one,
which he will despise and deem a small thing, and will become a lover of all
beautiful forms; in the next stage he will consider that the beauty of the mind is
more honourable than the beauty of the outward form. So that if a virtuous soul
have but a little comeliness, he will be content to love and tend him, and will
search out and bring to the birth thoughts which may improve the young, until he
is compelled to contemplate and see the beauty of institutions and laws, and to
understand that the beauty of them all is of one family, and that personal beauty is
a trifle; and after laws and institutions he will go on to the sciences, that he may
see their beauty, being not like a servant in love with the beauty of one youth or
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man or institution, himself a slave mean and narrow-minded, but drawing towards
and contemplating the vast sea of beauty, he will create many fair and noble
thoughts and notions in boundless love of wisdom; until on that shore he grows
and waxes strong, and at last the vision is revealed to him of a single science,
which is the science of beauty everywhere.

To this I will proceed; please to give me your very best attention: ‘He who
has been instructed thus far in the things of love, and who has learned to see the
beautiful in due order and succession, when he comes toward the end will sudden-
ly perceive a nature of wondrous beauty (and this, Socrates, is the final cause of all
our former toils)—a nature which in the first place is everlasting, not growing and
decaying, or waxing and waning; secondly, not fair in one point of view and foul
in another, or at one time or in one relation or at one place fair, at another time
or in another relation or at another place foul, as if fair to some and foul to
others, or in the likeness of a face or hands or any other part of the bodily frame,
or in any form of speech or knowledge, or existing in any other being, as for
example, in an animal, or in heaven, or in earth, or in any other place; but beauty
absolute, separate, simple, and everlasting, which without diminution and without
increase, or any change, is imparted to the ever-growing and perishing beauties of
all other things.

He who from these ascending under the influence of true love, begins to
perceive that beauty, is not far from the end. And the true order of going, or
being led by another, to the things of love, is to begin from the beauties of earth
and mount upwards for the sake of that other beauty, using these as steps only,
and from one going on to two, and from two to all fair forms, and from fair
forms to fair practices, and from fair practices to fair notions, until from fair
notions he arrives at the notion of absolute beauty, and at last knows what the
essence of beauty is.

This, my dear Socrates,’ said the stranger of Mantineia, ‘is that life above
all others which man should live, in the contemplation of beauty absolute; a
beauty which if you once beheld, you would see not to be after the measure of
gold, and garments, and fair boys and youths, whose presence now entrances you;
and you and many a one would be content to live seeing them only and convers-
ing with them without meat or drink, if that were possible—you only want to
look at them and to be with them. But what if man had eyes to see the true
beauty—the divine beauty, I mean, pure and clear and unalloyed, not clogged with
the pollutions of mortality and all the colours and vanities of human life— thither
looking, and holding converse with the true beauty simple and divine?

Remember how in that communion only, beholding beauty with the eye
of the mind, he will be enabled to bring forth, not images of beauty, but realities
(for he has hold not of an image but of a reality), and bringing forth and nourish-
ing true virtue to become the friend of God and be immortal, if mortal man may.
Would that be an ignoble life?’
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Such, Phaedrus—and I speak not only to you, but to all of you—were the
words of Diotima; and I am persuaded of their truth. And being persuaded of
them, I try to persuade others, that in the attainment of this end human nature
will not easily find a helper better than love: And therefore, also, I say that every
man ought to honour him as I myself honour him, and walk in his ways, and
exhort others to do the same, and praise the power and spirit of love according to
the measure of my ability now and ever. The words which I have spoken, you,
Phaedrus, may call an encomium of love, or anything else which you please.

[Alcibides joins the symposium]

When Socrates had done speaking, the company applauded, and
Aristophanes was beginning to say something in answer to the allusion which
Socrates had made to his own speech, when suddenly there was a great knocking
at the door of the house, as of revellers, and the sound of a flute-girl was heard.
Agathon told the attendants to go and see who were the intruders. ‘If they are
friends of ours,’ he said, ‘invite them in, but if not, say that the drinking is over.’

A little while afterwards they heard the voice of Alcibiades resounding in
the court; he was in a great state of intoxication, and kept roaring and shouting
‘Where is Agathon? Lead me to Agathon,’ and at length, supported by the flute-
girl and some of his attendants, he found his way to them.

‘Hail, friends,’ he said, appearing at the door crowned with a massive
garland of ivy and violets, his head flowing with ribands. ‘Will you have a very
drunken man as a companion of your revels? Or shall I crown Agathon, which
was my intention in coming, and go away? For I was unable to come yesterday,
and therefore I am here to-day, carrying on my head these ribands, that taking
them from my own head, I may crown the head of this fairest and wisest of men,
as I may be allowed to call him. Will you laugh at me because I am drunk? Yet I
know very well that I am speaking the truth, although you may laugh. But first tell
me; if I come in shall we have the understanding of which I spoke (supra Will you
have a very drunken man? etc.)? Will you drink with me or not?’

The company were vociferous in begging that he would take his place
among them, and Agathon specially invited him. Thereupon he was led in by the
people who were with him; and as he was being led, intending to crown Agathon,
he took the ribands from his own head and held them in front of his eyes; he was
thus prevented from seeing Socrates, who made way for him, and Alcibiades took
the vacant place between Agathon and Socrates, and in taking the place he
embraced Agathon and crowned him. Take off his sandals, said Agathon, and let
him make a third on the same couch.

By all means; but who makes the third partner in our revels? said
Alcibiades, turning round and starting up as he caught sight of Socrates. By
Heracles, he said, what is this? here is Socrates always lying in wait for me, and
always, as his way is, coming out at all sorts of unsuspected places: and now, what

107



Plato ~ Symposium

have you to say for yourself, and why are you lying here, where I perceive that you
have contrived to find a place, not by a joker or lover of jokes, like Aristophanes,
but by the fairest of the company?

Socrates turned to Agathon and said: I must ask you to protect me,
Agathon; for the passion of this man has grown quite a serious matter to me.
Since I became his admirer I have never been allowed to speak to any other fair
one, or so much as to look at them. If I do, he goes wild with envy and jealousy,
and not only abuses me but can hardly keep his hands off me, and at this moment
he may do me some harm. Please to see to this, and either reconcile me to him,
or, if he attempts violence, protect me, as I am in bodily fear of his mad and
passionate attempts.

There can never be reconciliation between you and me, said Alcibiades;
but for the present I will defer your chastisement. And I must beg you, Agathon,
to give me back some of the ribands that I may crown the marvellous head of this
universal despot—I would not have him complain of me for crowning you, and
neglecting him, who in conversation is the conqueror of all mankind; and this not
only once, as you were the day before yesterday, but always. Whereupon, taking
some of the ribands, he crowned Socrates, and again reclined.

Then he said: You seem, my friends, to be sober, which is a thing not to
be endured; you must drink—for that was the agreement under which I was
admitted—and I elect myself master of the feast until you are well drunk. Let us
have a large goblet, Agathon, or rather, he said, addressing the attendant, bring me
that wine-cooler. The wine-cooler which had caught his eye was a vessel holding
more than two quarts—this he filled and emptied, and bade the attendant fill it
again for Socrates. Observe, my friends, said Alcibiades, that this ingenious trick
of mine will have no effect on Socrates, for he can drink any quantity of wine and
not be at all nearer being drunk. Socrates drank the cup which the attendant filled
for him.

Eryximachus said: What is this, Alcibiades? Are we to have neither con-
versation nor singing over our cups; but simply to drink as if we were thirsty?

Alcibiades replied: Hail, worthy son of a most wise and worthy sire!
The same to you, said Eryximachus; but what shall we do?
That I leave to you, said Alcibiades.
‘The wise physician skilled our wounds to heal shall prescribe and we will

obey. What do you want?
Well, said Eryximachus, before you appeared we had passed a resolution

that each one of us in turn should make a speech in praise of love, and as good a
one as he could: the turn was passed round from left to right; and as all of us have
spoken, and you have not spoken but have well drunken, you ought to speak, and
then impose upon Socrates any task which you please, and he on his right hand
neighbour, and so on.

That is good, Eryximachus, said Alcibiades; and yet the comparison of a
drunken man’s speech with those of sober men is hardly fair; and I should like to
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know, sweet friend, whether you really believe what Socrates was just now saying;
for I can assure you that the very reverse is the fact, and that if I praise any one
but himself in his presence, whether God or man, he will hardly keep his hands
off me.

For shame, said Socrates.
Hold your tongue, said Alcibiades, for by Poseidon, there is no one else

whom I will praise when you are of the company.
Well then, said Eryximachus, if you like praise Socrates.
What do you think, Eryximachus? said Alcibiades: shall I attack him and

inflict the punishment before you all? What are you about? said Socrates; are you
going to raise a laugh at my expense? Is that the meaning of your praise? I am
going to speak the truth, if you will permit me.

I not only permit, but exhort you to speak the truth. Then I will begin at
once, said Alcibiades, and if I say anything which is not true, you may interrupt
me if you will, and say ‘that is a lie,’ though my intention is to speak the truth. But
you must not wonder if I speak any how as things come into my mind; for the
fluent and orderly enumeration of all your singularities is not a task which is easy
to a man in my condition.

[The speech of Alcibides]

And now, my boys, I shall praise Socrates in a figure which will appear to
him to be a caricature, and yet I speak, not to make fun of him, but only for the
truth’s sake. I say, that he is exactly like the busts of Silenus, which are set up in
the statuaries’ shops, holding pipes and flutes in their mouths; and they are made
to open in the middle, and have images of gods inside them. I say also that he is
like Marsyas the satyr.

You yourself will not deny, Socrates, that your face is like that of a satyr.
Aye, and there is a resemblance in other points too. For example, you are a bully,
as I can prove by witnesses, if you will not confess. And are you not a flute-
player? That you are, and a performer far more wonderful than Marsyas. He
indeed with instruments used to charm the souls of men by the power of his
breath, and the players of his music do so still: for the melodies of Olympus are
derived from Marsyas who taught them, and these, whether they are played by a
great master or by a miserable flute-girl, have a power which no others have; they
alone possess the soul and reveal the wants of those who have need of gods and
mysteries, because they are divine.

But you produce the same effect with your words only, and do not require
the flute: that is the difference between you and him. When we hear any other
speaker, even a very good one, he produces absolutely no effect upon us, or not
much, whereas the mere fragments of you and your words, even at second-hand,
and however imperfectly repeated, amaze and possess the souls of every man, wo-
man, and child who comes within hearing of them. And if I were not afraid that
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you would think me hopelessly drunk, I would have sworn as well as spoken to
the influence which they have always had and still have over me. For my heart
leaps within me more than that of any Corybantian reveller, and my eyes rain tears
when I hear them. And many others are affected in the same manner.

I have heard Pericles and other great orators, and I thought that they
spoke well, but I never had any similar feeling; my soul was not stirred by them,
nor was I angry at the thought of my own slavish state. But this Marsyas has often
brought me to such a pass, that I have felt as if I could hardly endure the life
which I am leading (this, Socrates, you will admit); and I am conscious that if I did
not shut my ears against him, and fly as from the voice of the siren, my fate would
be like that of others,— he would transfix me, and I should grow old sitting at his
feet. For he makes me confess that I ought not to live as I do, neglecting the
wants of my own soul, and busying myself with the concerns of the Athenians;
therefore I hold my ears and tear myself away from him.

He is the only person who ever made me ashamed, which you might think
not to be in my nature, and there is no one else who does the same. For I know
that I cannot answer him or say that I ought not to do as he bids, but when I
leave his presence the love of popularity gets the better of me. Therefore I run
away and fly from him, and when I see him I am ashamed of what I have confes-
sed to him. Many a time have I wished that he were dead, and yet I know that I
should be much more sorry than glad, if he were to die: so I am at my wit’s end.

And this is what I and many others have suffered from the flute-playing of
this satyr. Yet hear me once more while I show you how exact the image is, and
how marvellous his power. For let me tell you; none of you know him; but I will
reveal him to you; having begun, I must go on. See you how fond he is of the
fair? He is always with them and is always being smitten by them, and then again
he knows nothing and is ignorant of all things—such is the appearance which he
puts on. Is he not like a Silenus in this?

To be sure he is: his outer mask is the carved head of the Silenus; but, O
my companions in drink, when he is opened, what temperance there is residing
within! Know you that beauty and wealth and honour, at which the many wonder,
are of no account with him, and are utterly despised by him: he regards not at all
the persons who are gifted with them; mankind are nothing to him; all his life is
spent in mocking and flouting at them. But when I opened him, and looked with-
in at his serious purpose, I saw in him divine and golden images of such fascinat-
ing beauty that I was ready to do in a moment whatever Socrates commanded:
they may have escaped the observation of others, but I saw them.

Now I fancied that he was seriously enamoured of my beauty, and I
thought that I should therefore have a grand opportunity of hearing him tell what
he knew, for I had a wonderful opinion of the attractions of my youth. In the
prosecution of this design, when I next went to him, I sent away the attendant
who usually accompanied me (I will confess the whole truth, and beg you to
listen; and if I speak falsely, do you, Socrates, expose the falsehood). Well, he and
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I were alone together, and I thought that when there was nobody with us, I
should hear him speak the language which lovers use to their loves when they are
by themselves, and I was delighted. Nothing of the sort; he conversed as usual,
and spent the day with me and then went away. Afterwards I challenged him in
the gym; and he wrestled and closed with me several times when there was no one
present; I fancied that I might succeed in this manner. Not a bit; I made no way
with him.

Lastly, as I had failed hitherto, I thought that I must take stronger
measures and attack him boldly, and, as I had begun, not give him up, but see
how matters stood between him and me. So I invited him to sup with me, just as
if he were a fair youth, and I a designing lover. He was not easily persuaded to
come; he did, however, after a while accept the invitation, and when he came the
first time, he wanted to go away at once as soon as supper was over, and I had
not the face to detain him. The second time, still in pursuance of my design, after
we had supped, I went on conversing far into the night, and when he wanted to
go away, I pretended that the hour was late and that he had much better remain.

So he lay down on the couch next to me, the same on which he had sup-
ped, and there was no one but ourselves sleeping in the apartment. All this may
be told without shame to any one. But what follows I could hardly tell you if I
were sober. Yet as the proverb says, ‘In vino veritas,’ whether with boys, or with-
out them ; and therefore I must speak. Nor, again, should I be justified in conceal-
ing the lofty actions of Socrates when I come to praise him. Moreover I have felt
the serpent’s sting; and he who has suffered, as they say, is willing to tell his
fellow-sufferers only, as they alone will be likely to understand him, and will not
be extreme in judging of the sayings or doings which have been wrung from his
agony.

For I have been bitten by a more than viper’s tooth; I have known in my
soul, or in my heart, or in some other part, that worst of pangs, more violent in
ingenuous youth than any serpent’s tooth, the pang of philosophy, which will
make a man say or do anything. And you whom I see around me, Phaedrus and
Agathon and Eryximachus and Pausanias and Aristodemus and Aristophanes, all
of you, and I need not say Socrates himself, have had experience of the same
madness and passion in your longing after wisdom. Therefore listen and excuse
my doings then and my sayings now. But let the attendants and other profane and
unmannered persons close up the doors of their ears.

When the lamp was put out and the servants had gone away, I thought
that I must be plain with him and have no more ambiguity. So I gave him a shake,
and I said: ‘Socrates, are you asleep?’ ‘No,’ he said. ‘Do you know what I am
meditating? ‘What are you meditating?’ he said.

‘I think,’ I replied, ‘that of all the lovers whom I have ever had you are the
only one who is worthy of me, and you appear to be too modest to speak. Now I
feel that I should be a fool to refuse you this or any other favour, and therefore I
come to lay at your feet all that I have and all that my friends have, in the hope
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that you will assist me in the way of virtue, which I desire above all things, and in
which I believe that you can help me better than any one else. And I should
certainly have more reason to be ashamed of what wise men would say if I were
to refuse a favour to such as you, than of what the world, who are mostly fools,
would say of me if I granted it.’

To these words he replied in the ironical manner which is so characteristic
of him:—‘Alcibiades, my friend, you have indeed an elevated aim if what you say
is true, and if there really is in me any power by which you may become better;
truly you must see in me some rare beauty of a kind infinitely higher than any
which I see in you. And therefore, if you mean to share with me and to exchange
beauty for beauty, you will have greatly the advantage of me; you will gain true
beauty in return for appearance—like Diomede, gold in exchange for brass. But
look again, sweet friend, and see whether you are not deceived in me. The mind
begins to grow critical when the bodily eye fails, and it will be a long time before
you get old.’

Hearing this, I said: ‘I have told you my purpose, which is quite serious,
and do you consider what you think best for you and me.’

‘That is good,’ he said; ‘at some other time then we will consider and act
as seems best about this and about other matters.’

Whereupon, I fancied that he was smitten, and that the words which I had
uttered like arrows had wounded him, and so without waiting to hear more I got
up, and throwing my coat about him crept under his threadbare cloak, as the time
of year was winter, and there I lay during the whole night having this wonderful
monster in my arms. This again, Socrates, will not be denied by you.

And yet, notwithstanding all, he was so superior to my solicitations, so
contemptuous and derisive and disdainful of my beauty—which really, as I
fancied, had some attractions—hear, O judges; for judges you shall be of the
haughty virtue of Socrates—nothing more happened, but in the morning when I
awoke (let all the gods and goddesses be my witnesses) I arose as from the couch
of a father or an elder brother.

What do you suppose must have been my feelings, after this rejection, at
the thought of my own dishonour? And yet I could not help wondering at his
natural temperance and self-restraint and manliness. I never imagined that I could
have met with a man such as he is in wisdom and endurance. And therefore I
could not be angry with him or renounce his company, any more than I could
hope to win him. For I well knew that if Ajax could not be wounded by steel,
much less he by money; and my only chance of captivating him by my personal
attractions had failed. So I was at my wit’s end; no one was ever more hopelessly
enslaved by another.

All this happened before he and I went on the expedition to Potidaea;
there we messed together, and I had the opportunity of observing his extraordin-
ary power of sustaining fatigue. His endurance was simply marvellous when, being
cut off from our supplies, we were compelled to go without food—on such occa-
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sions, which often happen in time of war, he was superior not only to me but to
everybody; there was no one to be compared to him. Yet at a festival he was the
only person who had any real powers of enjoyment; though not willing to drink,
he could if compelled beat us all at that,—wonderful to relate! no human being
had ever seen Socrates drunk; and his powers, if I am not mistaken, will be tested
before long.

His fortitude in enduring cold was also surprising. There was a severe
frost, for the winter in that region is really tremendous, and everybody else either
remained indoors, or if they went out had on an amazing quantity of clothes, and
were well shod, and had their feet swathed in felt and fleeces: in the midst of this,
Socrates with his bare feet on the ice and in his ordinary dress marched better
than the other soldiers who had shoes, and they looked daggers at him because he
seemed to despise them.

I have told you one tale, and now I must tell you another, which is worth
hearing, ‘Of the doings and sufferings of the enduring man’ while he was on the
expedition. One morning he was thinking about something which he could not
resolve; he would not give it up, but continued thinking from early dawn until
noon—there he stood fixed in thought; and at noon attention was drawn to him,
and the rumour ran through the wondering crowd that Socrates had been stand-
ing and thinking about something ever since the break of day. At last, in the even-
ing after supper, some Ionians out of curiosity (I should explain that this was not
in winter but in summer), brought out their mats and slept in the open air that
they might watch him and see whether he would stand all night.

There he stood until the following morning; and with the return of light
he offered up a prayer to the sun, and went his way (compare supra). I will also
tell, if you please—and indeed I am bound to tell—of his courage in battle; for
who but he saved my life? Now this was the engagement in which I received the
prize of valour: for I was wounded and he would not leave me, but he rescued me
and my arms; and he ought to have received the prize of valour which the
generals wanted to confer on me partly on account of my rank, and I told them
so, (this, again, Socrates will not impeach or deny), but he was more eager than
the generals that I and not he should have the prize.

There was another occasion on which his behaviour was very remarkable
—in the flight of the army after the battle of Delium, where he served among the
heavy-armed,—I had a better opportunity of seeing him than at Potidaea, for I
was myself on horseback, and therefore comparatively out of danger. He and
Laches were retreating, for the troops were in flight, and I met them and told
them not to be discouraged, and promised to remain with them; and there you
might see him, Aristophanes, as you describe, just as he is in the streets of Athens,
stalking like a pelican, and rolling his eyes, calmly contemplating enemies as well as
friends, and making very intelligible to anybody, even from a distance, that who-
ever attacked him would be likely to meet with a stout resistance; and in this way
he and his companion escaped—for this is the sort of man who is never touched
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in war; those only are pursued who are running away headlong. I particularly
observed how superior he was to Laches in presence of mind.

Many are the marvels which I might narrate in praise of Socrates; most of
his ways might perhaps be paralleled in another man, but his absolute unlikeness
to any human being that is or ever has been is perfectly astonishing. You may
imagine Brasidas and others to have been like Achilles; or you may imagine
Nestor and Antenor to have been like Pericles; and the same may be said of other
famous men, but of this strange being you will never be able to find any likeness,
however remote, either among men who now are or who ever have been—other
than that which I have already suggested of Silenus and the satyrs; and they
represent in a figure not only himself, but his words.

For, although I forgot to mention this to you before, his words are like
the images of Silenus which open; they are ridiculous when you first hear them; he
clothes himself in language that is like the skin of the wanton satyr—for his talk is
of pack-asses and smiths and cobblers and curriers, and he is always repeating the
same things in the same words, so that any ignorant or inexperienced person
might feel disposed to laugh at him; but he who opens the bust and sees what is
within will find that they are the only words which have a meaning in them, and
also the most divine, abounding in fair images of virtue, and of the widest comp-
rehension, or rather extending to the whole duty of a good and honourable man.

This, friends, is my praise of Socrates. I have added my blame of him for
his ill-treatment of me; and he has ill-treated not only me, but Charmides the son
of Glaucon, and Euthydemus the son of Diocles, and many others in the same
way—beginning as their lover he has ended by making them pay their addresses
to him. Wherefore I say to you, Agathon, Be not deceived by him; learn from me
and take warning; do not be a fool and learn by experience, as the proverb says.

When Alcibiades had finished, there was a laugh at his outspokenness; for
he seemed to be still in love with Socrates. You are sober, Alcibiades, said
Socrates, or you would never have gone so far about to hide the purpose of your
satyr’s praises, for all this long story is only an ingenious circumlocution, of which
the point comes in by the way at the end; you want to get up a quarrel between
me and Agathon, and your notion is that I ought to love you and nobody else,
and that you and you only ought to love Agathon. But the plot of this Satyric or
Silenic drama has been detected, and you must not allow him, Agathon, to set us
at variance.

I believe you are right, said Agathon, and I am disposed to think that his
intention in placing himself between you and me was only to divide us; but he
shall gain nothing by that move; for I will go and lie on the couch next to you.

Yes, yes, replied Socrates, by all means come here and lie on the couch
below me.

Alas, said Alcibiades, how I am fooled by this man; he is determined to get
the better of me at every turn. I do beseech you, allow Agathon to lie between us.
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Certainly not, said Socrates, as you praised me, and I in turn praise my
neighbour on the right, he will be out of order in praising me again when he
ought rather to be praised by me, and I must entreat you to consent to this and
not be jealous, for I have a great desire to praise the youth.

Hurrah! cried Agathon, I will rise instantly that I may be praised by
Socrates.

The usual way, said Alcibiades; where Socrates is, no one else has any
chance with the fair; and now how readily has he invented a specious reason for
attracting Agathon to himself.

Agathon arose in order that he might take his place on the couch by
Socrates, when suddenly a band of revellers entered, and spoiled the order of the
banquet. Some one who was going out having left the door open, they had found
their way in, and made themselves at home; great confusion ensued, and every
one was compelled to drink large quantities of wine. Aristodemus said that
Eryximachus, Phaedrus, and others went away—he himself fell asleep, and as the
nights were long took a good rest: he was awakened towards daybreak by a crow-
ing of cocks, and when he awoke, the others were either asleep, or had gone away;
there remained only Socrates, Aristophanes, and Agathon, who were drinking out
of a large goblet which they passed round, and Socrates was discoursing to them.

Aristodemus was only half awake, and he did not hear the beginning of
the discourse; the chief thing which he remembered was Socrates compelling the
other two to acknowledge that the genius of comedy was the same with that of
tragedy, and that the true artist in tragedy was an artist in comedy also. To this
they were constrained to assent, being drowsy, and not quite following the argu-
ment. And first of all Aristophanes dropped off, then, when the day was already
dawning, Agathon.

Socrates, having laid them to sleep, rose to depart; Aristodemus, as his
manner was, following him. At the Lyceum he took a bath, and passed the day as
usual. In the evening he retired to rest at his own home.
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Exc e rp t fro m   Book 6

S
OCRATES: . . . we have reached the end of one subject, but more
remains to be discussed; how and by what studies and pursuits will
the saviours of the constitution be created, and at what ages are they

to apply themselves to their several studies?
GLAUCON: Certainly.
I omitted the troublesome business of the possession of women, and the

procreation of children, and the appointment of the rulers, because I knew that
the perfect State would be eyed with jealousy and was difficult of attainment; but
that piece of cleverness was not of much service to me, for I had to discuss them
all the same. The women and children are now disposed of, but the other ques-
tion of the rulers must be investigated from the very beginning. We were saying,
as you will remember, that they were to be lovers of their country, tried by the
test of pleasures and pains, and neither in hardships, nor in dangers, nor at any
other critical moment were to lose their patriotism— he was to be rejected who
failed, but he who always came forth pure, like gold tried in the refiner’s fire, was
to be made a ruler, and to receive honors and rewards in life and after death. This
was the sort of thing which was being said, and then the argument turned aside
and veiled her face; not liking to stir the question which has now arisen.

I perfectly remember.
Yes, my friend, and I then shrank from hazarding the bold word; but now

let me dare to say—that the perfect guardian must be a philosopher.
Yes, let that be affirmed.
And do not suppose that there will be many of them; for the gifts which

were deemed by us to be essential rarely grow together; they are mostly found in
shreds and patches.

What do you mean, Socrates?
You are aware that quick intelligence, memory, sagacity, cleverness, and

similar qualities, do not often grow together, and that persons who possess them
and are at the same time high-spirited and magnanimous are not so constituted by
nature as to live orderly and in a peaceful and settled manner; they are driven any
way by their impulses, and all solid principle goes out of them.

Very true.
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On the other hand, those steadfast natures which can better be depended
upon, which in a battle are impregnable to fear and immovable, are equally im-
movable when there is anything to be learned; they are always in a torpid state,
and are apt to yawn and go to sleep over any intellectual toil.

Quite true.
And yet we were saying that both qualities were necessary in those to

whom the higher education is to be imparted, and who are to share in any office
or command.

Certainly.
And will they be a class which is rarely found?
Yes, indeed.
Then the aspirant must not only be tested in those labors and dangers and

pleasures which we mentioned before, but there is another kind of probation
which we did not mention— he must be exercised also in many kinds of know-
ledge, to see whether the soul will be able to endure the highest of all, or will faint
under them, as in any other studies and exercises.

You are quite right to test them. But what do you mean by the highest of
all knowledge?

You may remember that we divided the soul into three parts; and distin-
guished the several natures of justice, temperance, courage, and wisdom?

Indeed, if I had forgotten, I should not deserve to hear more.
And do you remember the word of caution which preceded the discussion

of them?
To what do you refer?
We were saying, if I am not mistaken, that he who wanted to see them in

their perfect beauty must take a longer and more circuitous way, at the end of
which they would appear; but that we could add on a popular exposition of them
on a level with the discussion which had preceded. And you replied that such an
exposition would be enough for you, and so the inquiry was continued in what to
me seemed to be a very inaccurate manner; whether you were satisfied or not, it is
for you to say.

Yes, I thought and the others thought you gave us a fair measure of truth.
But, my friend, a measure of such things which in any degree falls short of

the whole truth is not fair measure; for nothing imperfect is the measure of any-
thing, although persons are too apt to be contented and think that they need
search no further.

Not an uncommon case, Socrates, when people are indolent.
Yes, and there cannot be any worse fault in a guardian of the State and of

the laws.
True.
The guardian then, must be required to take the longer circuit, and toil at

learning as well as at gymnastics, or he will never reach the highest knowledge of
all which, as we were just now saying, is his proper calling.
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What is there a knowledge still higher than this—higher than justice and
the other virtues?

Yes there is. And of the virtues too we must behold not the outline mere-
ly, as at present— nothing short of the most finished picture should satisfy us.
When little things are elaborated with an infinity of pains, in order that they may
appear in their full beauty and utmost clearness, how ridiculous that we should
not think the highest truths worthy of attaining the highest accuracy!

A right noble thought; but do you suppose that we shall refrain from
asking you what is this highest knowledge?

Nay, ask if you will; but I am certain that you have heard the answer many
times, and now you either do not understand me or, as I rather think, you are dis-
posed to be troublesome; for you have often been told that the idea of good is
the highest knowledge, and that all other things become useful and advantageous
only by their use of this. You can hardly be ignorant that of this I was about to
speak, concerning which, as you have often heard me say, we know so little; and,
without which, any other knowledge or possession of any kind will profit us noth-
ing. Do you think that the possession of all other things is of any value if we do
not possess the good? or the knowledge of all other things if we have no know-
ledge of beauty and goodness?

Assuredly not, Socrates.
You are further aware that most people affirm pleasure to be the good,

but the finer sort of wits say it is knowledge?
Yes.
And you are aware too that the latter cannot explain what they mean by

knowledge, but are obliged after all to say knowledge of the good?
How ridiculous!
Yes, that they should begin by reproaching us with our ignorance of the

good, and then presume our knowledge of it—for the good they define to be
knowledge of the good, just as if we understood them when they use the term
“good” —this is of course ridiculous.

Most true.
And those who make pleasure their good are in equal perplexity; for they

are compelled to admit that there are bad pleasures as well as good.
Certainly.
And therefore to acknowledge that bad and good are the same?
True.
There can be no doubt about the numerous difficulties in which this

question is involved.
There can be none.
Further, do we not see that many are willing to do or to have or to seem

to be what is just and honorable without the reality; but no one is satisfied with
the appearance of good— the reality is what they seek; in the case of the good,
appearance is despised by everyone.
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Very true.
Of this then, which every soul of man pursues and makes the end of all

his actions, having a presentiment that there is such an end, and yet hesitating
because neither knowing the nature nor having the same assurance of this as of
other things, and therefore losing whatever good there is in other things— of a
principle such and so great as this ought the best men in our State, to whom
everything is intrusted, to be in the darkness of ignorance?

Certainly not.
I am sure that he who does not know how the beautiful and the just are

likewise good will be but a sorry guardian of them; and I suspect that no one who
is ignorant of the good will have a true knowledge of them.

That is a shrewd suspicion of yours.
And if we only have a guardian who has this knowledge, our State will be

perfectly ordered?
Of course; but I wish you would tell me whether you conceive this supre-

me principle of the good to be knowledge or pleasure, or different from either?
Aye, I knew all along that a fastidious gentleman like you would not be

contented with the thoughts of other people about these matters.
True, Socrates; but I must say that one who like you has passed a lifetime

in the study of philosophy should not be always repeating the opinions of others,
and never telling his own.

Well, but has anyone a right to say positively what he does not know?
Not with the assurance of positive certainty; he has no right to do that:

but he may say what he thinks, as a matter of opinion.
And do you not know that all mere opinions are bad, and the best of

them blind? You would not deny that those who have any true notion without
intelligence are only like blind men who feel their way along the road?

Very true.
And do you wish to behold what is blind and crooked and base, when

others will tell you of brightness and beauty?
Still, I must implore you, Socrates, not to turn away just as you are reach-

ing the goal; if you will only give such an explanation of the good as you have
already given of justice and temperance and the other virtues, we shall be satisfied.

Yes, my friend, and I shall be at least equally satisfied, but I cannot help
fearing that I shall fail, and that my indiscreet zeal will bring ridicule upon me. No,
sweet sirs, let us not at present ask what is the actual nature of the good, for to
reach what is now in my thoughts would be an effort too great for me. But of the
child of the good who is likest him, I would fain speak, if I could be sure that you
wished to hear—otherwise, not.

By all means tell us of the child and you shall remain in our debt for an
account of the parent.

I do indeed wish that I could pay, and you receive, the account of the
parent, and not, as now, of the offspring only; take, however, this latter by way of
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interest, and at the same time have a care that I do not render a false account,
although I have no intention of deceiving you.

Yes, we will take all the care that we can: proceed.
Yes, but I must first come to an understanding with you, and remind you

of what I have mentioned in the course of this discussion, and at other times.
What?
The old story, that there is many a beautiful and many a good, and so of

other things which we describe and define; to all of them the term “many” is
implied.

True.
And there is an absolute beauty and an absolute good, and of other things

to which the term “many” is applied there is an absolute; for they may be brought
under a single idea, which is called the essence of each.

Very true.
The many, as we say, are seen but not known, and the ideas are known

but not seen.
Exactly.
And what is the organ with which we see the visible things?
The sight.
And with the hearing, we hear, and with the other senses perceive the

other objects of sense?
True.
But have you remarked that sight is by far the most costly and complex

piece of workmanship which the artificer of the senses ever contrived?
No, I never have.
Then reflect: has the ear or voice need of any third or additional nature in

order that the one may be able to hear and the other to be heard?
Nothing of the sort.
No, indeed, and the same is true of most, if not all, the other senses—you

would not say that any of them requires such an addition?
Certainly not.
But you see that without the addition of some other nature there is no

seeing or being seen?
How do you mean?
Sight being, as I conceive, in the eyes, and he who has eyes wanting to see;

color being also present in them, still unless there be a third nature specially adap-
ted to the purpose, the owner of the eyes will see nothing and the colors will be
invisible.

Of what nature are you speaking?
Of that which you term light.
True.
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Noble, then, is the bond which links together sight and visibility, and great
beyond other bonds by no small difference of nature; for light is their bond, and
light is no ignoble thing?

Nay, the reverse of ignoble.
And which of the gods in heaven would you say was the lord of this

element? Whose is that light which makes the eye to see perfectly and the visible
to appear?

You mean the sun, as you and all mankind say.
May not the relation of sight to this deity be described as follows?
How?
Neither sight nor the eye in which sight resides is the sun?
No.
Yet of all the organs of sense the eye is the most like the sun?
By far the most like.
And the power which the eye possesses is a sort of effluence which is

dispensed from the sun?
Exactly.
Then the sun is not sight, but the author of sight who is recognized by

sight?
True.
And this is he whom I call the child of the good, whom the good begat in

his own likeness, to be in the visible world, in relation to sight and the things of
sight, what the good is in the intellectual world in relation to mind and the things
of mind:

Will you be a little more explicit?
Why, you know, that the eyes, when a person directs them toward objects

on which the light of day is no longer shining, but the moon and stars only, see
dimly, and are nearly blind; they seem to have no clearness of vision in them?

Very true.
But when they are directed toward objects on which the sun shines, they

see clearly and there is sight in them?
Certainly.
And the soul is like the eye: when resting upon that on which truth and

being shine, the soul perceives and understands, and is radiant with intelligence;
but when turned toward the twilight of becoming and perishing, then she has
opinion only, and goes blinking about, and is first of one opinion and then of
another, and seems to have no intelligence?

Just so.
Now, that which imparts truth to the known and the power of knowing

to the knower is what I would have you term the idea of good, and this you will
deem to be the cause of science, and of truth in so far as the latter becomes the
subject of knowledge; beautiful too, as are both truth and knowledge, you will be
right in esteeming this other nature as more beautiful than either; and, as in the

121



Plato ~ Republic

previous instance, light and sight may be truly said to be like the sun, and yet not
to be the sun, so in this other sphere, science and truth may be deemed to be like
the good, but not the good; the good has a place of honor yet higher.

What a wonder of beauty that must be, which is the author of science and
truth, and yet surpasses them in beauty; for you surely cannot mean to say that
pleasure is the good?

God forbid, but may I ask you to consider the image in another point of
view?

In what point of view?
You would say, would you not? that the sun is not only the author of

visibility in all visible things, but of generation and nourishment and growth,
though he himself is not generation?

Certainly.
In like manner the good may be said to be not only the author of

knowledge to all things known, but of their being and essence, and yet the good is
not essence, but far exceeds essence in dignity and power.

By the light of heaven, how amazing!
Yes, and the exaggeration may be set down to you; for you made me utter

my fancies.
And pray continue to utter them; at any rate let us hear if there is anything

more to be said about the similitude of the sun.
Yes, there is a great deal more.
Then omit nothing, however slight.
I will do my best, but I should think a great deal will have to be omitted.
I hope not.
You have to imagine, then, that there are two ruling powers, and that one

of them is set over the intellectual world, the other over the visible. . . .  May I
suppose that you have this distinction of the visible and intelligible fixed in your
mind?

I have.
Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal parts, and divide

each of them again in the same proportion, and suppose the two main divisions
to answer, one to the visible and the other to the intelligible, and then compare
the subdivisions in respect of their clearness and want of clearness, and you will
find that the first section in the sphere of the visible consists of images. And by
images I mean, in the first place, shadows, and in the second place, reflections in
water and in solid, smooth and polished bodies and the like: Do you understand?

Yes, I understand.
Imagine, now, the other section, of which this is only the resemblance, to

include the animals which we see, and everything that grows or is made.
Very good.
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Would you not admit that both the sections of this division have different
degrees of truth, and that the copy is to the original as the sphere of opinion is to
the sphere of knowledge?

Most undoubtedly.
Next proceed to consider the manner in which the sphere of the

intellectual is to be divided.
In what manner?
Thus: There are two subdivisions, in the lower of which the soul uses the

figures given by the former division as images; the inquiry can only be hypotheti-
cal, and instead of going upward to a principle descends to the other end; in the
higher of the two, the soul passes out of hypotheses, and goes up to a principle
which is above hypotheses, making no use of images as in the former case, but
proceeding only in and through the ideas themselves.

I do not quite understand your meaning.
Then I will try again; you will understand me better when I have made

some preliminary remarks. You are aware that students of geometry, arithmetic,
and the kindred sciences assume the odd, and the even, and the figures, and three
kinds of angles, and the like, in their several branches of science; these are their
hypotheses, which they and everybody are supposed to know, and therefore they
do not deign to give any account of them either to themselves or others; but they
begin with them, and go on until they arrive at last, and in a consistent manner, at
their conclusion?

Yes, I know.
And do you not know also that although they make use of the visible

forms and reason about them, they are thinking not of these, but of the ideals
which they resemble; not of the figures which they draw, but of the absolute
square and the absolute diameter, and so on—the forms which they draw or
make, and which have shadows and reflections in water of their own, are conver-
ted by them into images, but they are really seeking to behold the things themsel-
ves, which can only be seen with the eye of the mind?

That is true.
And of this kind I spoke as the intelligible, although in the search after it

the soul is compelled to use hypotheses; not ascending to a first principle, because
she is unable to rise above the region of hypothesis, but employing the objects of
which the shadows below are resemblances in their turn as images, they having in
relation to the shadows and reflections of them a greater distinctness, and there-
fore a higher value.

I understand that you are speaking of the province of geometry and the
sister arts.

And when I speak of the other division of the intelligible, you will under-
stand me to speak of that other sort of knowledge which reason herself attains by
the power of dialectic, using the hypotheses not as first principles, but only as
hypotheses—that is to say, as steps and points of departure into a world which is
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above hypotheses, in order that she may soar beyond them to the first principle
of the whole; and clinging to this and then to that which depends on this, by
successive steps she descends again without the aid of any sensible object, from
ideas, through ideas, and in ideas she ends.

I understand you; not perfectly, for you seem to me to be describing a
task which is really tremendous; but, at any rate, I understand you to say that
knowledge and being, which the science of dialectic contemplates, are clearer than
the notions of the arts, as they are termed, which proceed from hypotheses only:
these are also contemplated by the understanding, and not by the senses: yet,
because they start from hypotheses and do not ascend to a principle, those who
contemplate them appear to you not to exercise the higher reason upon them,
although when a first principle is added to them they are cognizable by the higher
reason. And the habit which is concerned with geometry and the cognate sciences
I suppose that you would term understanding, and not reason, as being
intermediate between opinion and reason. 

You have quite conceived my meaning; and now, corresponding to these
four divisions, let there be four faculties in the soul—reason answering to the
highest, understanding to the second, belief to the third, and perception of
shadows to the last—and let there be a scale of them, and let us suppose that the
several faculties have clearness in the same degree that their objects have truth.

I understand, and give my assent, and accept your arrangement.

Exc e rp t fro m   Book 7

S
OCRATES: And now, let me show in a figure how far our nature is
enlightened or unenlightened: Behold! human beings living in an
underground den, which has a mouth open toward the light and

reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have
their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before
them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their heads. Above and
behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners
there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way,
like the screen which marionette-players have in front of them, over which they
show the puppets.

GLAUCON: I see.
And do you see, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels,

and statues and figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials,
which appear over the wall? Some of them are talking, others silent.

You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners.
Like ourselves. They see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one

another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave?
How could they see anything but shadows if they were not allowed to

move their heads?
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And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only
see the shadows?

Yes.
And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not

suppose that they were naming what was actually before them?
Very true.
And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the

other side, would they not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that
the voice which they heard came from the passing shadow?

No question.
To them, the truth would be nothing but the shadows of the images.
That is certain.
And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are

released and disabused of their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and
compelled suddenly to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look
toward the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will
be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the shad-
ows; and then conceive someone saying to him, that what he saw before was an
illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to being and his eye is
turned toward more real existence, he has a clearer vision—what will be his reply?
And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they
pass and requiring him to name them—will he not be perplexed? Will he not
fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which
are now shown to him?

Far truer.
And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain

in his eyes which will make him turn away to take refuge in the objects of vision
which he can see, and which he will conceive to be in reality clearer than the
things which are now being shown to him?

True.
And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and

rugged ascent, and held fast until he is forced into the presence of the sun him-
self, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? When he approaches the light his
eyes will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at all of what are now
called realities.

Not all in a moment.
He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And

first he will see the shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in
the water, and then the objects themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the
moon and the stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars
by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day?

Certainly.
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Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him
in the water, but he will see him in his own proper place, and not in another; and
he will contemplate him as he is.

Certainly.
He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the

years, and is the guardian of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the
cause of all things which he and his fellows have been accustomed to behold?

Clearly, he would first see the sun and then reason about him.
And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den

and his fellow-prisoners, do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on
the change, and pity him?

Certainly, he would.
And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among themselves on

those who were quickest to observe the passing shadows and to remark which of
them went before, and which followed after, and which were together; and who
were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he
would care for such honors and glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would
he not say with Homer, “Better to be the poor servant of a poor master,” and to
endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their manner?

Yes, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false
notions and live in this miserable manner.

Imagine once more, such a one coming suddenly out of the sun to be
replaced in his old situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes full of
darkness?

To be sure.
And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the

shadows with the prisoners who had never moved out of the den, while his sight
was still weak, and before his eyes had become steady (and the time which would
be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be very considerable), would
he not be ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and down he came
without his eyes; and that it was better not even to think of ascending; and if any-
one tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let them only catch the
offender, and they would put him to death.

No question.
This entire allegory you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous

argument; the prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun,
and you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upward to be the
ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which,
at your desire, I have expressed—whether rightly or wrongly, God knows. But,
whether true or false, my opinion is that in the world of knowledge the idea of
good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when seen, is also
inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of light
and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason
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and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would
act rationally either in public or private life must have his eye fixed.

I agree, as far as I am able to understand you.
Moreover, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific

vision are unwilling to descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening
into the upper world where they desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very
natural, if our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natural.
And is there anything surprising in one who passes from divine contemp-

lations to the evil state of man, misbehaving himself in a ridiculous manner; if,
while his eyes are blinking and before he has become accustomed to the surroun-
ding darkness, he is compelled to fight in courts of law, or in other places, about
the images or the shadows of images of justice, and is endeavoring to meet the
conceptions of those who have never yet seen absolute justice?

Anything but surprising.
Anyone who has common-sense will remember that the bewilderments of

the eyes are of two kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of
the light or from going into the light, which is true of the mind’s eye, quite as
much as of the bodily eye; and he who remembers this when he sees anyone
whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not be too ready to laugh; he will first ask
whether that soul of man has come out of the brighter life, and is unable to see
because unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from darkness to the day is
dazzled by excess of light. And he will count the one happy in his condition and
state of being, and he will pity the other; or, if he have a mind to laugh at the soul
which comes from below into the light, there will be more reason in this than in
the laugh which greets him who returns from above out of the light into the den.

That is a very just distinction.
But then, if I am right, certain professors of education must be wrong

when they say that they can put a knowledge into the soul which was not there
before, like sight into blind eyes.

They undoubtedly say this.
Whereas, our argument shows that the power and capacity of learning

exists in the soul already; and that just as the eye was unable to turn from darkness
to light without the whole body, so too the instrument of knowledge can only by
the movement of the whole soul be turned from the world of becoming into that
of being, and learn by degrees to endure the sight of being, and of the brightest
and best of being, or, in other words, of the good.

Very true.
And must there not be some art which will effect conversion in the easiest

and quickest manner; not implanting the faculty of sight, for that exists already,
but has been turned in the wrong direction, and is looking away from the truth?

Yes, such an art may be presumed.
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And whereas the other so-called virtues of the soul seem to be akin to
bodily qualities, for even when they are not originally innate they can be implanted
later by habit and exercise, the virtue of wisdom more than anything else contains
a divine element which always remains, and by this conversion is rendered useful
and profitable; or, on the other hand, hurtful and useless. Did you never observe
the narrow intelligence flashing from the keen eye of a clever rogue—how eager
he is, how clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his end; he is the reverse of blind,
but his keen eyesight is forced into the service of evil, and he is mischievous in
proportion to his cleverness?

Very true.
But what if there had been a circumcision of such natures in the days of

their youth; and they had been severed from those sensual pleasures, such as
eating and drinking, which, like leaden weights, were attached to them at their
birth, and which drag them down and turn the vision of their souls upon the
things that are below—if, I say, they had been released from these impediments
and turned in the opposite direction, the very same faculty in them would have
seen the truth as keenly as they see what their eyes are turned to now.

Very likely.
Yes, and there is another thing which is likely, or rather a necessary infer-

ence from what has preceded, that neither the uneducated and uninformed of the
truth, nor yet those who never make an end of their education, will be able minis-
ters of the State; not the former, because they have no single aim of duty which is
the rule of all their actions, private as well as public; nor the latter, because they
will not act at all except upon compulsion, fancying that they are already dwelling
apart in the islands of the blessed.

Very true.
Then, the business of us who are the founders of the State will be to

compel the best minds to attain that knowledge which we have already shown to
be the greatest of all—they must continue to ascend until they arrive at the good;
but when they have ascended and seen enough we must not allow them to do as
they do now.

What do you mean?
I mean that they remain in the upper world: but this must not be allowed;

they must be made to descend again among the prisoners in the den, and partake
of their labors and honors, whether they are worth having or not.

But is not this unjust? Ought we to give them a worse life, when they
might have a better?

You have again forgotten, my friend, the intention of the legislator, who
did not aim at making any one class in the State happy above the rest; the happi-
ness was to be in the whole State, and he held the citizens together by persuasion
and necessity, making them benefactors of the State, and therefore benefactors of
one another; to this end he created them, not to please themselves, but to be his
instruments in binding up the State.

128



Plato ~ Republic

True, I had forgotten.
Observe, Glaucon, that there will be no injustice in compelling our philos-

ophers to have a care and providence of others; we shall explain to them that in
other States, men of their class are not obliged to share in the toils of politics: and
this is reasonable, for they grow up at their own sweet will, and the government
would rather not have them. Being self-taught, they cannot be expected to show
any gratitude for a culture which they have never received. But we have brought
you into the world to be rulers of the hive, kings of yourselves and of the other
citizens, and have educated you far better and more perfectly than they have been
educated, and you are better able to share in the double duty.

Wherefore each of you, when his turn comes, must go down to the gener-
al underground abode, and get the habit of seeing in the dark. When you have
acquired the habit, you will see ten thousand times better than the inhabitants of
the den, and you will know what the several images are, and what they represent,
because you have seen the beautiful and just and good in their truth. And thus our
State, which is also yours, will be a reality, and not a dream only, and will be
administered in a spirit unlike that of other States, in which men fight with one
another about shadows only and are distracted in the struggle for power, which in
their eyes is a great good. Whereas the truth is that the State in which the rulers
are most reluctant to govern is always the best and most quietly governed, and the
State in which they are most eager, the worst.

Quite true.
And will our pupils, when they hear this, refuse to take their turn at the

toils of State, when they are allowed to spend the greater part of their time with
one another in the heavenly light?

Impossible, for they are just men, and the commands which we impose
upon them are just; there can be no doubt that every one of them will take office
as a stern necessity, and not after the fashion of our present rulers of State.

Yes, my friend, and there lies the point. You must contrive for your future
rulers another and a better life than that of a ruler, and then you may have a well-
ordered State; for only in the State which offers this, will they rule who are truly
rich, not in silver and gold, but in virtue and wisdom, which are the true blessings
of life. Whereas, if they go to the administration of public affairs, poor and hun-
gering after their own private advantage, thinking that hence they are to snatch
the chief good, order there can never be; for they will be fighting about office,
and the civil and domestic broils which thus arise will be the ruin of the rulers
themselves and of the whole State.

Most true.
And the only life which looks down upon the life of political ambition is

that of true philosophy. Do you know of any other?
Indeed, I do not.
And those who govern ought not to be lovers of the task? For, if they are,

there will be rival lovers, and they will fight.
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No question.
Who, then, are those whom we shall compel to be guardians?
Surely they will be the men who are wisest about affairs of State, and by

whom the State is best administered, and who at the same time have other honors
and another and a better life than that of politics?

They are the men, and I will choose them
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ARISTOTLE

Me tap h y s ic s

Translated by W. D. Ross

Book 1
Chapter 1

A
ll men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is the delight
we take in our senses; for even apart from their usefulness they are
loved for themselves; and above all others the sense of sight. For

not only with a view to action, but even when we are not going to do anything,
we prefer seeing (one might say) to everything else. The reason is that this, most
of all the senses, makes us know and brings to light many differences between
things.

By nature animals are born with the faculty of sensation, and from sensa-
tion memory is produced in some of them, though not in others. And therefore
the former are more intelligent and apt at learning than those which cannot
remember; those which are incapable of hearing sounds are intelligent though
they cannot be taught, e.g. the bee, and any other race of animals that may be like
it; and those which besides memory have this sense of hearing can be taught.

The animals other than man live by appearances and memories, and have
but little of connected experience; but the human race lives also by art and
reasonings. Now from memory experience is produced in men; for the several
memories of the same thing produce finally the capacity for a single experience.
And experience seems pretty much like science and art, but really science and art
come to men through experience; for ‘experience made art’, as Polus says, ‘but
inexperience luck.’ Now art arises when from many notions gained by experience
one universal judgement about a class of objects is produced. For to have a judge-
ment that when Callias was ill of this disease this did him good, and similarly in
the case of Socrates and in many individual cases, is a matter of experience; but to
judge that it has done good to all persons of a certain constitution, marked off in
one class, when they were ill of this disease, e.g. to phlegmatic or bilious people
when burning with fevers-this is a matter of art.

With a view to action experience seems in no respect inferior to art, and
men of experience succeed even better than those who have theory without
experience. (The reason is that experience is knowledge of individuals, art of
universals, and actions and productions are all concerned with the individual; for
the physician does not cure man, except in an incidental way, but Callias or
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Socrates or some other called by some such individual name, who happens to be a
man. If, then, a man has the theory without the experience, and recognizes the
universal but does not know the individual included in this, he will often fail to
cure; for it is the individual that is to be cured.)

But yet we think that knowledge and understanding belong to art rather
than to experience, and we suppose artists to be wiser than men of experience
(which implies that Wisdom depends in all cases rather on knowledge); and this
because the former know the cause, but the latter do not. For men of experience
know that the thing is so, but do not know why, while the others know the ‘why’
and the cause. Hence we think also that the masterworkers in each craft are more
honourable and know in a truer sense and are wiser than the manual workers,
because they know the causes of the things that are done (we think the manual
workers are like certain lifeless things which act indeed, but act without knowing
what they do, as fire burns,-but while the lifeless things perform each of their
functions by a natural tendency, the labourers perform them through habit); thus
we view them as being wiser not in virtue of being able to act, but of having the
theory for themselves and knowing the causes. And in general it is a sign of the
man who knows and of the man who does not know, that the former can teach,
and therefore we think art more truly knowledge than experience is; for artists can
teach, and men of mere experience cannot.

Again, we do not regard any of the senses as Wisdom; yet surely these give
the most authoritative knowledge of particulars. But they do not tell us the ‘why’
of anything—e.g. why fire is hot; they only say that it is hot.

At first he who invented any art whatever that went beyond the common
perceptions of man was naturally admired by men, not only because there was
something useful in the inventions, but because he was thought wise and superior
to the rest. But as more arts were invented, and some were directed to the neces-
sities of life, others to recreation, the inventors of the latter were naturally always
regarded as wiser than the inventors of the former, because their branches of
knowledge did not aim at utility. Hence when all such inventions were already
established, the sciences which do not aim at giving pleasure or at the necessities
of life were discovered, and first in the places where men first began to have
leisure. This is why the mathematical arts were founded in Egypt; for there the
priestly caste was allowed to be at leisure.

We have said in the Ethics what the difference is between art and science
and the other kindred faculties; but the point of our present discussion is this, that
all men suppose what is called Wisdom to deal with the first causes and the princi-
ples of things; so that, as has been said before, the man of experience is thought
to be wiser than the possessors of any sense-perception whatever, the artist wiser
than the men of experience, the masterworker than the mechanic, and the theore-
tical kinds of knowledge to be more of the nature of Wisdom than the productive.
Clearly then Wisdom is knowledge about certain principles and causes.
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Chapter 2
Since we are seeking this knowledge, we must inquire of what kind are the

causes and the principles, the knowledge of which is Wisdom. If one were to take
the notions we have about the wise man, this might perhaps make the answer
more evident. We suppose first, then, that the wise man knows all things, as far as
possible, although he has not knowledge of each of them in detail; secondly, that
he who can learn things that are difficult, and not easy for man to know, is wise
(sense-perception is common to all, and therefore easy and no mark of Wisdom);
again, that he who is more exact and more capable of teaching the causes is wiser,
in every branch of knowledge; and that of the sciences, also, that which is desir-
able on its own account and for the sake of knowing it is more of the nature of
Wisdom than that which is desirable on account of its results, and the superior
science is more of the nature of Wisdom than the ancillary; for the wise man must
not be ordered but must order, and he must not obey another, but the less wise
must obey him.

Such and so many are the notions, then, which we have about Wisdom
and the wise. Now of these characteristics that of knowing all things must belong
to him who has in the highest degree universal knowledge; for he knows in a
sense all the instances that fall under the universal. And these things, the most
universal, are on the whole the hardest for men to know; for they are farthest
from the senses. And the most exact of the sciences are those which deal most
with first principles; for those which involve fewer principles are more exact than
those which involve additional principles, e.g. arithmetic than geometry. But the
science which investigates causes is also instructive, in a higher degree, for the
people who instruct us are those who tell the causes of each thing. And under-
standing and knowledge pursued for their own sake are found most in the know-
ledge of that which is most knowable (for he who chooses to know for the sake
of knowing will choose most readily that which is most truly knowledge, and such
is the knowledge of that which is most knowable); and the first principles and the
causes are most knowable; for by reason of these, and from these, all other things
come to be known, and not these by means of the things subordinate to them.
And the science which knows to what end each thing must be done is the most
authoritative of the sciences, and more authoritative than any ancillary science;
and this end is the good of that thing, and in general the supreme good in the
whole of nature. Judged by all the tests we have mentioned, then, the name in
question falls to the same science; this must be a science that investigates the first
principles and causes; for the good, i.e. the end, is one of the causes.

That it is not a science of production is clear even from the history of the
earliest philosophers. For it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin
and at first began to philosophize; they wondered originally at the obvious diffi-
culties, then advanced little by little and stated difficulties about the greater
matters, e.g. about the phenomena of the moon and those of the sun and of the
stars, and about the genesis of the universe. And a man who is puzzled and
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wonders thinks himself ignorant (whence even the lover of myth is in a sense a
lover of Wisdom, for the myth is composed of wonders); therefore since they
philosophized order to escape from ignorance, evidently they were pursuing sci-
ence in order to know, and not for any utilitarian end. And this is confirmed by
the facts; for it was when almost all the necessities of life and the things that make
for comfort and recreation had been secured, that such knowledge began to be
sought. Evidently then we do not seek it for the sake of any other advantage; but
as the man is free, we say, who exists for his own sake and not for another’s, so
we pursue this as the only free science, for it alone exists for its own sake.

Hence also the possession of it might be justly regarded as beyond human
power; for in many ways human nature is in bondage, so that according to
Simonides ‘God alone can have this privilege’, and it is unfitting that man should
not be content to seek the knowledge that is suited to him. If, then, there is
something in what the poets say, and jealousy is natural to the divine power, it
would probably occur in this case above all, and all who excelled in this knowled-
ge would be unfortunate. But the divine power cannot be jealous (nay, according
to the proverb, ‘bards tell a lie’), nor should any other science be thought more
honourable than one of this sort. For the most divine science is also most
honourable; and this science alone must be, in two ways, most divine. For the
science which it would be most meet for God to have is a divine science, and so is
any science that deals with divine objects; and this science alone has both these
qualities; for (1) God is thought to be among the causes of all things and to be a
first principle, and (2) such a science either God alone can have, or God above all
others. All the sciences, indeed, are more necessary than this, but none is better.

Yet the acquisition of it must in a sense end in something which is the
opposite of our original inquiries. For all men begin, as we said, by wondering that
things are as they are, as they do about self-moving marionettes, or about the
solstices or the incommensurability of the diagonal of a square with the side; for it
seems wonderful to all who have not yet seen the reason, that there is a thing
which cannot be measured even by the smallest unit. But we must end in the
contrary and, according to the proverb, the better state, as is the case in these
instances too when men learn the cause; for there is nothing which would surprise
a geometer so much as if the diagonal turned out to be commensurable.

We have stated, then, what is the nature of the science we are searching
for, and what is the mark which our search and our whole investigation must
reach.  . . . 

Book 4
Chapter 1

There is a science which investigates being as being and the attributes
which belong to this in virtue of its own nature. Now this is not the same as any
of the so-called special sciences; for none of these others treats universally of
being as being. They cut off a part of being and investigate the attribute of this
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part; this is what the mathematical sciences for instance do. Now since we are
seeking the first principles and the highest causes, clearly there must be some
thing to which these belong in virtue of its own nature. If then those who sought
the elements of existing things were seeking these same principles, it is necessary
that the elements must be elements of being not by accident but just because it is
being. Therefore it is of being as being that we also must grasp the first causes.

Chapter 2
There are many senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be’, but all that ‘is’

is related to one central point, one definite kind of thing, and is not said to ‘be’ by
a mere ambiguity. Everything which is healthy is related to health, one thing in the
sense that it preserves health, another in the sense that it produces it, another in
the sense that it is a symptom of health, another because it is capable of it. And
that which is medical is relative to the medical art, one thing being called medical
because it possesses it, another because it is naturally adapted to it, another
because it is a function of the medical art. And we shall find other words used
similarly to these.

So, too, there are many senses in which a thing is said to be, but all refer
to one starting-point; some things are said to be because they are substances,
others because they are affections of substance, others because they are a process
towards substance, or destructions or privations or qualities of substance, or
productive or generative of substance, or of things which are relative to substance,
or negations of one of these thing of substance itself. It is for this reason that we
say even of non-being that it is nonbeing. 

As, then, there is one science which deals with all healthy things, the same
applies in the other cases also. For not only in the case of things which have one
common notion does the investigation belong to one science, but also in the case
of things which are related to one common nature; for even these in a sense have
one common notion. It is clear then that it is the work of one science also to
study the things that are, qua being. But everywhere science deals chiefly with that
which is primary, and on which the other things depend, and in virtue of which
they get their names. If, then, this is substance, it will be of substances that the
philosopher must grasp the principles and the causes.

Now for each one class of things, as there is one perception, so there is
one science, as for instance grammar, being one science, investigates all articulate
sounds. Hence to investigate all the species of being qua being is the work of a
science which is generically one, and to investigate the several species is the work
of the specific parts of the science.

If, now, being and unity are the same and are one thing in the sense that
they are implied in one another as principle and cause are, not in the sense that
they are explained by the same definition (though it makes no difference even if
we suppose them to be like that—in fact this would even strengthen our case); for
‘one man’ and ‘man’ are the same thing, and so are ‘existent man’ and ‘man’, and
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the doubling of the words in ‘one man and one existent man’ does not express
anything different (it is clear that the two things are not separated either in com-
ing to be or in ceasing to be); and similarly ‘one existent man’ adds nothing to
‘existent man’, and that it is obvious that the addition in these cases means the
same thing, and unity is nothing apart from being; and if, further, the substance of
each thing is one in no merely accidental way, and similarly is from its very nature
something that is.

All this being so, there must be exactly as many species of being as of
unity. And to investigate the essence of these is the work of a science which is
generically one—I mean, for instance, the discussion of the same and the similar
and the other concepts of this sort; and nearly all contraries may be referred to
this origin.

And there are as many parts of philosophy as there are kinds of substance,
so that there must necessarily be among them a first philosophy and one which
follows this. For being falls immediately into genera; for which reason the sciences
too will correspond to these genera. For the philosopher is like the mathematici-
an, as that word is used; for mathematics also has parts, and there is a first and a
second science and other successive ones within the sphere of mathematics.

Now since it is the work of one science to investigate opposites, and plur-
ality is opposed to unity—and it belongs to one science to investigate the negation
and the privation because in both cases we are really investigating the one thing of
which the negation or the privation is a negation or privation (for we either say
simply that that thing is not present, or that it is not present in some particular
class; in the latter case difference is present over and above what is implied in
negation; for negation means just the absence of the thing in question, while in
privation there is also employed an underlying nature of which the privation is
asserted).

In view of all these facts, the contraries of the concepts we named above,
the other and the dissimilar and the unequal, and everything else which is derived
either from these or from plurality and unity, must fall within the province of the
science above named. And contrariety is one of these concepts; for contrariety is
a kind of difference, and difference is a kind of otherness. Therefore, since there
are many senses in which a thing is said to be one, these terms also will have many
senses, but yet it belongs to one science to know them all; for a term belongs to
different sciences not if it has different senses, but if it has not one meaning and
its definitions cannot be referred to one central meaning. And since all things are
referred to that which is primary, as for instance all things which are called one are
referred to the primary one, we must say that this holds good also of the same
and the other and of contraries in general; so that after distinguishing the various
senses of each, we must then explain by reference to what is primary in the case
of each of the predicates in question, saying how they are related to it; for some
will be called what they are called because they possess it, others because they
produce it, and others in other such ways.
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It is evident, then, that it belongs to one science to be able to give an
account of these concepts as well as of substance (this was one of the questions in
our book of problems), and that it is the function of the philosopher to be able to
investigate all things. For if it is not the function of the philosopher, who is it who
will inquire whether Socrates and Socrates seated are the same thing, or whether
one thing has one contrary, or what contrariety is, or how many meanings it has?
And similarly with all other such questions. Since, then, these are essential modifi-
cations of unity qua unity and of being qua being, not qua numbers or lines or
fire, it is clear that it belongs to this science to investigate both the essence of
these concepts and their properties.

Those who study these properties err not by leaving the sphere of philos-
ophy, but by forgetting that substance, of which they have no correct idea, is
prior to these other things. For number qua number has peculiar attributes, such
as oddness and evenness, commensurability and equality, excess and defect, and
these belong to numbers either in themselves or in relation to one another. And
similarly the solid and the motionless and that which is in motion and the weight-
less and that which has weight have other peculiar properties. So too there are
certain properties peculiar to being as such, and it is about these that the philoso-
pher has to investigate the truth.

An indication of this may be mentioned: dialecticians and sophists assume
the same guise as the philosopher, for sophistic is Wisdom which exists only in
semblance, and dialecticians embrace all things in their dialectic, and being is com-
mon to all things; but evidently their dialectic embraces these subjects because
these are proper to philosophy.-For sophistic and dialectic turn on the same class
of things as philosophy, but this differs from dialectic in the nature of the faculty
required and from sophistic in respect of the purpose of the philosophic life.
Dialectic is merely critical where philosophy claims to know, and sophistic is what
appears to be philosophy but is not.

Again, in the list of contraries one of the two columns is privative, and all
contraries are reducible to being and non-being, and to unity and plurality, as for
instance rest belongs to unity and movement to plurality. And nearly all thinkers
agree that being and substance are composed of contraries; at least all name
contraries as their first principles-some name odd and even, some hot and cold,
some limit and the unlimited, some love and strife. And all the others as well are
evidently reducible to unity and plurality (this reduction we must take for granted),
and the principles stated by other thinkers fall entirely under these as their genera.

It is obvious then from these considerations too that it belongs to one
science to examine being qua being. For all things are either contraries or com-
posed of contraries, and unity and plurality are the starting-points of all contraries.
And these belong to one science, whether they have or have not one single mean-
ing. Probably the truth is that they have not; yet even if ‘one’ has several mean-
ings, the other meanings will be related to the primary meaning (and similarly in
the case of the contraries), even if being or unity is not a universal and the same in
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every instance or is not separable from the particular instances (as in fact it prob-
ably is not; the unity is in some cases that of common reference, in some cases
that of serial succession). And for this reason it does not belong to the geometer
to inquire what is contrariety or completeness or unity or being or the same or
the other, but only to presuppose these concepts and reason from this starting-
point.

Obviously then it is the work of one science to examine being qua being,
and the attributes which belong to it qua being, and the same science will examine
not only substances but also their attributes, both those above named and the
concepts ‘prior’ and ‘posterior’, ‘genus’ and ‘species’, ‘whole’ and ‘part’, and the
others of this sort.

Chapter 3
We must state whether it belongs to one or to different sciences to inquire

into the truths which are in mathematics called axioms, and into substance. Evi-
dently, the inquiry into these also belongs to one science, and that the science of
the philosopher; for these truths hold good for everything that is, and not for
some special genus apart from others. And all men use them, because they are
true of being qua being and each genus has being. But men use them just so far as
to satisfy their purposes; that is, as far as the genus to which their demonstrations
refer extends. 

Therefore since these truths clearly hold good for all things qua being (for
this is what is common to them), to him who studies being qua being belongs the
inquiry into these as well. And for this reason no one who is conducting a special
inquiry tries to say anything about their truth or falsity, neither the geometer nor
the arithmetician. Some natural philosophers indeed have done so, and their pro-
cedure was intelligible enough; for they thought that they alone were inquiring
about the whole of nature and about being. But since there is one kind of thinker
who is above even the natural philosopher (for nature is only one particular genus
of being), the discussion of these truths also will belong to him whose inquiry is
universal and deals with primary substance.

Physics also is a kind of Wisdom, but it is not the first kind. And the
attempts of some of those who discuss the terms on which truth should be accep-
ted, are due to a want of training in logic; for they should know these things
already when they come to a special study, and not be inquiring into them while
they are listening to lectures on it. Evidently then it belongs to the philosopher,
i.e. to him who is studying the nature of all substance, to inquire also into the
principles of syllogism. But he who knows best about each genus must be able to
state the most certain principles of his subject, so that he whose subject is existing
things qua existing must be able to state the most certain principles of all things. 

This is the philosopher, and the most certain principle of all is that
regarding which it is impossible to be mistaken; for such a principle must be both
the best known (for all men may be mistaken about things which they do not
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know), and non-hypothetical. For a principle which every one must have who
understands anything that is, is not a hypothesis; and that which every one must
know who knows anything, he must already have when he comes to a special
study.

Evidently then such a principle is the most certain of all; which principle
this is, let us proceed to say. It is, that the same attribute cannot at the same time
belong and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect; we must pre-
suppose, to guard against dialectical objections, any further qualifications which
might be added. This, then, is the most certain of all principles, since it answers to
the definition given above. For it is impossible for any one to believe the same
thing to be and not to be, as some think Heraclitus says.

For what a man says, he does not necessarily believe; and if it is impossible
that contrary attributes should belong at the same time to the same subject (the
usual qualifications must be presupposed in this premiss too), and if an opinion
which contradicts another is contrary to it, obviously it is impossible for the same
man at the same time to believe the same thing to be and not to be; for if a man
were mistaken on this point he would have contrary opinions at the same time. It
is for this reason that all who are carrying out a demonstration reduce it to this as
an ultimate belief; for this is naturally the starting-point even for all the other
axioms.  . . . 

Book 12
Chapter 6

Since there were three kinds of substance, two of them physical and one
unmovable, regarding the latter we must assert that it is necessary that there
should be an eternal unmovable substance. For substances are the first of existing
things, and if they are all destructible, all things are destructible. But it is impos-
sible that movement should either have come into being or cease to be (for it
must always have existed), or that time should. For there could not be a before
and an after if time did not exist. Movement also is continuous, then, in the sense
in which time is; for time is either the same thing as movement or an attribute of
movement. And there is no continuous movement except movement in place,
and of this only that which is circular is continuous.

But if there is something which is capable of moving things or acting on
them, but is not actually doing so, there will not necessarily be movement; for that
which has a potency need not exercise it. Nothing, then, is gained even if we sup-
pose eternal substances, as the believers in the Forms do, unless there is to be in
them some principle which can cause change; nay, even this is not enough, nor is
another substance besides the Forms enough; for if it is not to act, there will be
no movement. Further even if it acts, this will not be enough, if its essence is
potency; for there will not be eternal movement, since that which is potentially
may possibly not be. There must, then, be such a principle, whose very essence is
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actuality. Further, then, these substances must be without matter; for they must
be eternal, if anything is eternal. Therefore they must be actuality.

Yet there is a difficulty; for it is thought that everything that acts is able to
act, but that not everything that is able to act acts, so that the potency is prior.
But if this is so, nothing that is need be; for it is possible for all things to be
capable of existing but not yet to exist.

Yet if we follow the theologians who generate the world from night, or
the natural philosophers who say that ‘all things were together’, the same impos-
sible result ensues. For how will there be movement, if there is no actually existing
cause? Wood will surely not move itself—the carpenter’s art must act on it; nor
will the menstrual blood nor the earth set themselves in motion, but the seeds
must act on the earth and the semen on the menstrual blood.

This is why some suppose eternal actuality; e.g. Leucippus and Plato. They
say there is always movement, but why and what this movement is they do say,
nor, if the world moves in this way or that, do they tell us the cause of its doing
so. Now nothing is moved at random, but there must always be something
present to move it; e.g. as a matter of fact a thing moves in one way by nature,
and in another by force or through the influence of reason or something else.

But again for Plato, at least, it is not permissible to name here that which
he sometimes supposes to be the source of movement-that which moves itself;
for the soul is later, and coeval with the heavens, according to his account. To
suppose potency prior to actuality, then, is in a sense right, and in a sense not; and
we have specified these senses. That actuality is prior is testified by Anaxagoras
(for his ‘reason’ is actuality) and by Empedocles in his doctrine of love and strife,
and by those who say that there is always movement, e.g. Leucippus. Therefore
chaos or night did not exist for an infinite time, but the same things have always
existed (either passing through a cycle of changes or obeying some other law),
since actuality is prior to potency.

If, then, there is a constant cycle, something must always remain, acting in
the same way. And if there is to be generation and destruction, there must be
something else which is always acting in different ways. This must, then, act in
one way in virtue of itself, and in another in virtue of something else—either of a
third agent, therefore, or of the first. Now it must be in virtue of the first. For
otherwise this again causes the motion both of the second agent and of the third.

Therefore it is better to say ‘the first’. For it was the cause of eternal
uniformity; and something else is the cause of variety, and evidently both together
are the cause of eternal variety. This, accordingly, is the character which the
motions actually exhibit. What need then is there to seek for other principles?

Chapter 7
Since (1) this is a possible account of the matter, and (2) if it were not

true, the world would have proceeded out of night and ‘all things together’ and
out of non-being, these difficulties may be taken as solved. There is, then, some-
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thing which is always moved with an unceasing motion, which is motion in a
circle; and this is plain not in theory only but in fact.

Therefore the first heaven must be eternal. There is therefore also some-
thing which moves it. And since that which moves and is moved is intermediate,
there is something which moves without being moved, being eternal, substance,
and actuality. And the object of desire and the object of thought move in this
way; they move without being moved.

The primary objects of desire and of thought are the same. For the appar-
ent good is the object of appetite, and the real good is the primary object of
rational wish. But desire is consequent on opinion rather than opinion on desire;
for the thinking is the starting-point. And thought is moved by the object of
thought, and one of the two columns of opposites is in itself the object of
thought; and in this, substance is first, and in substance, that which is simple and
exists actually. (The one and the simple are not the same; for ‘one’ means a
measure, but ‘simple’ means that the thing itself has a certain nature.) But the
beautiful, also, and that which is in itself desirable are in the same column; and the
first in any class is always best, or analogous to the best.

That a final cause may exist among unchangeable entities is shown by the
distinction of its meanings. For the final cause is (a) some being for whose good
an action is done, and (b) something at which the action aims; and of these the
latter exists among unchangeable entities though the former does not. The final
cause, then, produces motion as being loved, but all other things move by being
moved. Now if something is moved it is capable of being otherwise than as it is.
Therefore if its actuality is the primary form of spatial motion, then in so far as it
is subject to change, in this respect it is capable of being otherwise,-in place, even
if not in substance. But since there is something which moves while itself un-
moved, existing actually, this can in no way be otherwise than as it is. For motion
in space is the first of the kinds of change, and motion in a circle the first kind of
spatial motion; and this the first mover produces. The first mover, then, exists of
necessity; and in so far as it exists by necessity, its mode of being is good, and it is
in this sense a first principle. For the necessary has all these senses—that which is
necessary perforce because it is contrary to the natural impulse, that without
which the good is impossible, and that which cannot be otherwise but can exist
only in a single way.

On such a principle, then, depend the heavens and the world of nature.
And it is a life such as the best which we enjoy, and enjoy for but a short time (for
it is ever in this state, which we cannot be), since its actuality is also pleasure. (And
for this reason are waking, perception, and thinking most pleasant, and hopes and
memories are so on account of these.) And thinking in itself deals with that which
is best in itself, and that which is thinking in the fullest sense with that which is
best in the fullest sense. And thought thinks on itself because it shares the nature
of the object of thought; for it becomes an object of thought in coming into
contact with and thinking its objects, so that thought and object of thought are
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the same. For that which is capable of receiving the object of thought, i.e. the
essence, is thought. But it is active when it possesses this object.

Therefore the possession rather than the receptivity is the divine element
which thought seems to contain, and the act of contemplation is what is most
pleasant and best. If, then, God is always in that good state in which we some-
times are, this compels our wonder; and if in a better this compels it yet more.
And God is in a better state. And life also belongs to God; for the actuality of
thought is life, and God is that actuality; and God’s self-dependent actuality is life
good and eternal. We say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good,
so that life and duration continuous and eternal belong to God; for this is God.

Those who suppose, as the Pythagoreans and Speusippus do, that
supreme beauty and goodness are not present in the beginning, because the
beginnings both of plants and of animals are causes, but beauty and completeness
are in the effects of these, are wrong in their opinion. For the seed comes from
other individuals which are prior and complete, and the first thing is not seed but
the complete being; e.g. we must say that before the seed there is a man,-not the
man produced from the seed, but another from whom the seed comes.

It is clear then from what has been said that there is a substance which is
eternal and unmovable and separate from sensible things. It has been shown also
that this substance cannot have any magnitude, but is without parts and indivisible
(for it produces movement through infinite time, but nothing finite has infinite
power; and, while every magnitude is either infinite or finite, it cannot, for the
above reason, have finite magnitude, and it cannot have infinite magnitude
because there is no infinite magnitude at all). But it has also been shown that it is
impassive and unalterable; for all the other changes are posterior to change of
place. 
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Le tte r to  Me n o e c e u s

Translated by Robert Drew Hicks

E
picurus to Menoeceus, Greetings!

Let no one be slow to seek wisdom when he is young nor
weary in the search thereof when he is grown old. For no age is too early or too
late for the health of the soul. And to say that the season for studying philosophy
has not yet come, or that it is past and gone, is like saying that the season for
happiness is not yet or that it is now no more.

Therefore, both old and young ought to seek wisdom, the former in order
that, as age comes over him, he may be young in good things because of the grace
of what has been, and the latter in order that, while he is young, he may at the
same time be old, because he has no fear of the things which are to come.

So we must exercise ourselves in the things which bring happiness, since,
if that be present, we have everything, and, if that be absent, all our actions are
directed toward attaining it. Those things which without ceasing I have declared
to you, those do, and exercise yourself in those, holding them to be the elements
of right life.

Don’t Fear the Gods
First believe that God is a living being immortal and happy, according to

the notion of a god indicated by the common sense of humankind; and so of him
anything that is at agrees not with about him whatever may uphold both his
happiness and his immortality. For truly there are gods, and knowledge of them is
evident; but they are not such as the multitude believe, seeing that people do not
steadfastly maintain the notions they form respecting them.

Not the person who denies the gods worshiped by the multitude, but he
who affirms of the gods what the multitude believes about them is truly impious.
For the utterances of the multitude about the gods are not true preconceptions
but false assumptions; hence it is that the greatest evils happen to the wicked and
the greatest blessings happen to the good from the hand of the gods, seeing that
they are always favorable to their own good qualities and take pleasure in people
like to themselves, but reject as alien whatever is not of their kind.

Don’t Fear Death
Accustom yourself to believe that death is nothing to us, for good and evil

imply awareness, and death is the privation of all awareness; therefore a right
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understanding that death is nothing to us makes the mortality of life enjoyable,
not by adding to life an unlimited time, but by taking away the yearning after
immortality. For life has no terror; for those who thoroughly apprehend that
there are no terrors for them in ceasing to live.

Foolish, therefore, is the person who says that he fears death, not because
it will pain when it comes, but because it pains in the prospect. Whatever causes
no annoyance when it is present, causes only a groundless pain in the expectation. 

Death, therefore, the most awful of evils, is nothing to us, seeing that,
when we are, death is not come, and, when death is come, we are not. It is
nothing, then, either to the living or to the dead, for with the living it is not and
the dead exist no longer. But in the world, at one time people shun death as the
greatest of all evils, and at another time choose it as a respite from the evils in life.
The wise person does not deprecate life nor does he fear the cessation of life. The
thought of life is no offense to him, nor is the cessation of life regarded as an evil.

And even as people choose of food not merely and simply the larger
portion, but the more pleasant, so the wise seek to enjoy the time which is most
pleasant and not merely that which is longest. And he who admonishes the young
to live well and the old to make a good end speaks foolishly, not merely because
of the desirability of life, but because the same exercise at once teaches to live well
and to die well.

Much worse is he who says that it were good not to be born, but when
once one is born to pass with all speed through the gates of Hades. For if he truly
believes this, why does he not depart from life? It were easy for him to do so, if
once he were firmly convinced. If he speaks only in mockery, his words are
foolishness, for those who hear believe him not.

We must remember that the future is neither wholly ours nor wholly not
ours, so that neither must we count upon it as quite certain to come nor despair
of it as quite certain not to come.

Master Your Desires
We must also reflect that of desires some are natural, others are ground-

less; and that of the natural some are necessary as well as natural, and some
natural only. And of the necessary desires some are necessary if we are to be
happy, some if the body is to be rid of uneasiness, some if we are even to live. He
who has a clear and certain understanding of these things will direct every prefer-
ence and aversion toward securing health of body and tranquillity of mind, seeing
that this is the sum and end of a happy life.

For the end of all our actions is to be free from pain and fear, and, when
once we have attained all this, the tempest of the soul is laid; seeing that the living
creature has no need to go in search of something that is lacking, nor to look
anything else by which the good of the soul and of the body will be fulfilled.

When we are pained pleasure, then, and then only, do we feel the need of
pleasure. For this reason we call pleasure the alpha and omega of a happy life.
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Pleasure is our first and kindred good. It is the starting-point of every choice and
of every aversion, and to it we come back, inasmuch as we make feeling the rule
by which to judge of every good thing. And since pleasure is our first and native
good, for that reason we do not choose every pleasure whatever, but often pass
over many pleasures when a greater annoyance ensues from them. And often we
consider pains superior to pleasures when submission to the pains for a long time
brings us as a consequence a greater pleasure.

While therefore all pleasure because it is naturally akin to us is good, not
all pleasure is worthy of choice, just as all pain is an evil and yet not all pain is to
be shunned. It is, however, by measuring one against another, and by looking at
the conveniences and inconveniences, teat all these matters must be judged.

Sometimes we treat the good as an evil, and the evil, on the contrary, as a
good. Again, we regard. independence of outward things as a great good, not so as
in all cases to use little, but so as to be contented with little if we have not much,
being honestly persuaded that they have the sweetest enjoyment of luxury who
stand least in need of it, and that whatever is natural is easily procured and only
the vain and worthless hard to win.

Plain fare gives as much pleasure as a costly diet, when one the pain of
want has been removed, while bread an water confer the highest possible pleasure
when they are brought to hungry lips. To habituate one’s se therefore, to simple
and inexpensive diet supplies al that is needful for health, and enables a person to
meet the necessary requirements of life without shrinking and it places us in a
better condition when we approach at intervals a costly fare and renders us fear-
less of fortune.

When we say, then, that pleasure is the end and aim, we do not mean the
pleasures of the prodigal or the pleasures of sensuality, as we are understood to do
by some through ignorance, prejudice, or willful misrepresentation. By pleasure
we mean the absence of pain in the body and of trouble in the soul.

It is not an unbroken succession of drinking-bouts and of merrymaking,
not sexual love, not the enjoyment of the fish and other delicacies of a luxurious
table, which produce a pleasant life; it is sober reasoning, searching out the
grounds of every choice and avoidance, and banishing those beliefs through
which the greatest disturbances take possession of the soul.

Live Wisely
For this reason prudence is a more precious thing even than the other

virtues, for ad a life of pleasure which is not also a life of prudence, honor, and
justice; nor lead a life of prudence, honor, and justice, which is not also a life of
pleasure. For the virtues have grown into one with a pleasant life, and a pleasant
life is inseparable from them.

Who, then, is superior in your judgment to such a person? He holds a
holy belief concerning the gods, and is altogether free from the fear of death. He
has diligently considered the end fixed by nature, and understands how easily the
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limit of good things can be reached and attained, and how either the duration or
the intensity of evils is but slight.

Destiny which some introduce as sovereign over all things, he laughs to
scorn, affirming rather that some things happen of necessity, others by chance,
others through our own agency. For he sees that necessity destroys responsibility
and that chance or fortune is inconstant; whereas our own actions are free, and it
is to them that praise and blame naturally attach.

It were better, indeed, to accept the legends of the gods than to bow
beneath destiny which the natural philosophers have imposed. The one holds out
some faint hope that we may escape if we honor the gods, while the necessity of
the naturalists is deaf to all entreaties.

Nor does he hold chance to be a god, as the world in general does, for in
the acts of a god there is no disorder; nor to be a cause, though an uncertain one,
for he believes that no good or evil is dispensed by chance to people so as to
make life happy, though it supplies the starting-point of great good and great evil.
He believes that the misfortune of the wise is better than the prosperity of the
fool. It is better, in short, that what is well judged in action should not owe its
successful issue to the aid of chance.

Conclusion
Exercise yourself in these and kindred precepts day and night, both by

yourself and with him who is like to you; then never, either in waking or in dream,
will you be disturbed, but will live as a god among people. For people lose all
appearance of mortality by living in the midst of immortal blessings.
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T
he four-fold cure for anxiety: Don't fear the gods; Nor death; Goods are
easy to obtain; Evils are easy to endure.

1. A happy and eternal being has no trouble himself and brings no trouble
upon any other being; hence he is exempt from movements of anger and partial-
ity, for every such movement implies weakness

2. Death is nothing to us; for the body, when it has been resolved into its
elements, has no feeling, and that which has no feeling is nothing to us.

3. The magnitude of pleasure reaches its limit in the removal of all pain.
When pleasure is present, so long as it is uninterrupted, there is no pain either of
body or of mind or of both together.

4. Continuous pain does not last long in the body; on the contrary, pain, if
extreme, is present a short time, and even that degree of pain which barely out-
weighs pleasure in the body does not last for many days together. Illnesses of long
duration even permit of an excess of pleasure over pain in the body.

Pleasure and virtue are interdependent
5. It is impossible to live a pleasant life without living wisely and well and

justly, and it is impossible to live wisely and well and justly without living pleasant-
ly. Whenever any one of these is lacking, when, for instance, the person is not
able to live wisely, though he lives well and justly, it is impossible for him to live a
pleasant life.

Social and financial status have recognizable costs and benefits
6. In order to obtain security from other people any means whatever of

procuring this was a natural good.

7. Some people have sought to become famous and renowned, thinking
that thus they would make themselves secure against their fellow-humans. If,
then, the life of such persons really was secure, they attained natural good; if,
however, it was insecure, they have not attained the end which by nature’s own
prompting they originally sought.
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8. No pleasure is in itself evil, but the things which produce certain
pleasures entail annoyances many times greater than the pleasures themselves.

Through the study of Nature, we discern the limits of things
9. If all pleasure had been capable of accumulation—if this had gone on

not only be recurrences in time, but all over the frame or, at any rate, over the
principal parts of human nature, there would never have been any difference
between one pleasure and another, as in fact there is.

10. If the objects which are productive of pleasures to profligate persons
really freed them from fears of the mind—the fears, I mean, inspired by celestial
and atmospheric phenomena, the fear of death, the fear of pain; if, further, they
taught them to limit their desires, we should never have any fault to find with
such persons, for they would then be filled with pleasures to overflowing on all
sides and would be exempt from all pain, whether of body or mind, that is, from
all evil.

11. If we had never been molested by alarms at celestial and atmospheric
phenomena, nor by the misgiving that death somehow affects us, nor by neglect
of the proper limits of pains and desires, we should have had no need to study
natural science.

12. It would be impossible to banish fear on matters of the highest impor-
tance, if a person did not know the nature of the whole universe, but lived in
dread of what the legends tell us. Hence without the study of nature there was no
enjoyment of unmixed pleasures.

13. There would be no advantage in providing security against our fellow
humans, so long as we were alarmed by occurrences over our heads or beneath
the earth or in general by whatever happens in the boundless universe.

Unlike social and financial status, which are unlimited,
peace of mind can be wholly secured

14. When tolerable security against our fellow humans is attained, then on
a basis of power sufficient to afford supports and of material prosperity arises in
most genuine form the security of a quiet private life withdrawn from the
multitude.

15. Nature’s wealth at once has its bounds and is easy to procure; but the
wealth of vain fancies recedes to an infinite distance.
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16. Fortune but seldom interferes with the wise person; his greatest and
highest interests have been, are, and will be, directed by reason throughout the
course of his life.

17. The just person enjoys. the greatest peace of mind, while the unjust is
full of the utmost disquietude.

18. Pleasure in the body admits no increase when once the pain of want
has been removed; after that it only admits of variation. The limit of pleasure in
the mind, however, is reached when we reflect on the things themselves and their
congeners which cause the mind the greatest alarms.

19. Unlimited time and limited time afford an equal amount of pleasure, if
we measure the limits of that pleasure by reason.

20. The body receives as unlimited the limits of pleasure; and to provide it
requires unlimited time. But the mind, grasping in thought what the end and limit
of the body is, and banishing the terrors of futurity, procures a complete and
perfect life, and has no longer any need of unlimited time. Nevertheless it does
not shun pleasure, and even in the hour of death, when ushered out of existence
by circumstances, the mind does not lack enjoyment of the best life.

21. He who understands the limits of life knows how easy it is to procure
enough to remove the pain of want and make the whole of life complete and
perfect. Hence he has no longer any need of things which are not to be won save
by labor and conflict.

Happiness depends on foresight and friendship
22. We must take into account as the end all that really exists and all clear

evidence of sense to which we refer our opinions; for otherwise everything will be
full of uncertainty and confusion.

23. If you fight against all your sensations, you will have no standard to
which to refer, and thus no means of judging even those judgments which you
pronounce false.

24. If you reject absolutely any single sensation without stopping to
discriminate with respect to that which awaits confirmation between matter of
opinion and that which is already present, whether in sensation or in feelings or in
any immediate perception of the mind, you will throw into confusion even the
rest of your sensations by your groundless belief and so you will be rejecting the
standard of truth altogether. If in your ideas based upon opinion you hastily
affirm as true all that awaits confirmation as well as that which does not, you will

149



Epicurus ~ Principal Doctrines

not escape error, as you will be maintaining complete ambiguity whenever it is a
case of judging between right and wrong opinion.

25. If you do not on every separate occasion refer each of your actions to
the end prescribed by nature, but instead of this in the act of choice or avoidance
swerve aside to some other end, your acts will not be consistent with your
theories.

26. All such desires as lead to no pain when they remain ungratified are
unnecessary, and the longing is easily got rid of, when the thing desired is difficult
to procure or when the desires seem likely to produce harm.

27. Of all the means which are procured by wisdom to ensure happiness
throughout the whole of life, by far the most important is the acquisition of
friends.

28. The same conviction which inspires confidence that nothing we have
to fear is eternal or even of long duration, also enables us to see that even in our
limited conditions of life nothing enhances our security so much as friendship.

29. Of our desires some are natural and necessary others are natural, but
not necessary; others, again, are neither natural nor necessary, but are due to
illusory opinion.

30. Those natural desires which entail no pain when not gratified, though
their objects are vehemently pursued, are also due to illusory opinion; and when
they are not got rid of, it is not because of their own nature, but because of the
person’s illusory opinion.

The benefits of natural justice are far-reaching
31. Natural justice is a symbol or expression of usefulness, to prevent one

person from harming or being harmed by another.

32. Those animals which are incapable of making covenants with one
another, to the end that they may neither inflict nor suffer harm, are without
either justice or injustice. And those tribes which either could not or would not
form mutual covenants to the same end are in like case.

33. There never was an absolute justice, but only an agreement made in
reciprocal association in whatever localities now and again from time to time,
providing against the infliction or suffering of harm.
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34. Injustice is not in itself an evil, but only in its consequence, viz. the
terror which is excited by apprehension that those appointed to punish such
offenses will discover the injustice.

35. It is impossible for the person who secretly violates any article of the
social compact to feel confident that he will remain undiscovered, even if he has
already escaped ten thousand times; for right on to the end of his life he is never
sure he will not be detected.

36. Taken generally, justice is the same for all, to wit, something found
useful in mutual association; but in its application to particular cases of locality or
conditions of whatever kind, it varies under different circumstances.

37. Among the things accounted just by conventional law, whatever in the
needs of mutual association is attested to be useful, is thereby stamped as just,
whether or not it be the same for all; and in case any law is made and does not
prove suitable to the usefulness of mutual association, then this is no longer just.
And should the usefulness which is expressed by the law vary and only for a time
correspond with the prior conception, nevertheless for the time being it was just,
so long as we do not trouble ourselves about empty words, but look simply at the
facts.

38. Where without any change in circumstances the conventional laws,
when judged by their consequences, were seen not to correspond with the notion
of justice, such laws were not really just; but wherever the laws have ceased to be
useful in consequence of a change in circumstances, in that case the laws were for
the time being just when they were useful for the mutual association of the
citizens, and subsequently ceased to be just when they ceased to be useful.

Happiness can be secured in all circumstances
39. He who best knew how to meet fear of external foes made into one

family all the creatures he could; and those he could not, he at any rate did not
treat as aliens; and where he found even this impossible, he avoided all
association, and, so far as was useful, kept them at a distance.

40. Those who were best able to provide themselves with the means of
security against their neighbors, being thus in possession of the surest guarantee,
passed the most agreeable life in each other’s society; and their enjoyment of the
fullest intimacy was such that, if one of them died before his time, the survivors
did not mourn his death as if it called for sympathy.
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EPICTETUS

En c h irid io n

Translated by Elizabeth Carter

S
ome things are in our control and others not. Things in our control
are opinion, pursuit, desire, aversion, and, in a word, whatever are
our own actions. Things not in our control are body, property, repu-

tation, command, and, in one word, whatever are not our own actions.

1. The things in our control are by nature free, unrestrained, unhindered;
but those not in our control are weak, slavish, restrained, belonging to others.
Remember, then, that if you suppose that things which are slavish by nature are
also free, and that what belongs to others is your own, then you will be hindered.
You will lament, you will be disturbed, and you will find fault both with gods and
men. But if you suppose that only to be your own which is your own, and what
belongs to others such as it really is, then no one will ever compel you or restrain
you. Further, you will find fault with no one or accuse no one. You will do noth-
ing against your will. No one will hurt you, you will have no enemies, and you not
be harmed. 

Aiming therefore at such great things, remember that you must not allow
yourself to be carried, even with a slight tendency, towards the attainment of
lesser things. Instead, you must entirely quit some things and for the present post-
pone the rest. But if you would both have these great things, along with power
and riches, then you will not gain even the latter, because you aim at the former
too: but you will absolutely fail of the former, by which alone happiness and free-
dom are achieved. 

Work, therefore to be able to say to every harsh appearance, “You are but
an appearance, and not absolutely the thing you appear to be.” And then examine
it by those rules which you have, and first, and chiefly, by this: whether it con-
cerns the things which are in our own control, or those which are not; and, if it
concerns anything not in our control, be prepared to say that it is nothing to you.

2. Remember that following desire promises the attainment of that of
which you are desirous; and aversion promises the avoiding that to which you are
averse. However, he who fails to obtain the object of his desire is disappointed,
and he who incurs the object of his aversion wretched. If, then, you confine your
aversion to those objects only which are contrary to the natural use of your facul-
ties, which you have in your own control, you will never incur anything to which
you are averse.
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But if you are averse to sickness, or death, or poverty, you will be wretch-
ed. Remove aversion, then, from all things that are not in our control, and trans-
fer it to things contrary to the nature of what is in our control. But, for the
present, totally suppress desire: for, if you desire any of the things which are not
in your own control, you must necessarily be disappointed; and of those which
are, and which it would be laudable to desire, nothing is yet in your possession.
Use only the appropriate actions of pursuit and avoidance; and even these lightly,
and with gentleness and reservation.

3. With regard to whatever objects give you delight, are useful, or are
deeply loved, remember to tell yourself of what general nature they are, beginning
from the most insignificant things. If, for example, you are fond of a specific
ceramic cup, remind yourself that it is only ceramic cups in general of which you
are fond. Then, if it breaks, you will not be disturbed. If you kiss your child, or
your wife, say that you only kiss things which are human, and thus you will not be
disturbed if either of them dies. 

4. When you are going about any action, remind yourself what nature the
action is. If you are going to bathe, picture to yourself the things which usually
happen in the bath: some people splash the water, some push, some use abusive
language, and others steal. Thus you will more safely go about this action if you
say to yourself, “I will now go bathe, and keep my own mind in a state conform-
able to nature.” And in the same manner with regard to every other action. For
thus, if any hindrance arises in bathing, you will have it ready to say, “It was not
only to bathe that I desired, but to keep my mind in a state conformable to
nature; and I will not keep it if I am bothered at things that happen. 

5. Men are disturbed, not by things, but by the principles and notions
which they form concerning things. Death, for instance, is not terrible, else it
would have appeared so to Socrates. But the terror consists in our notion of
death that it is terrible. When therefore we are hindered, or disturbed, or grieved,
let us never attribute it to others, but to ourselves; that is, to our own principles.
An uninstructed person will lay the fault of his own bad condition upon others.
Someone just starting instruction will lay the fault on himself. Some who is per-
fectly instructed will place blame neither on others nor on himself. 

6. Don’t be prideful with any excellence that is not your own. If a horse
should be prideful and say, “ I am handsome,” it would be supportable. But when
you are prideful, and say, “ I have a handsome horse,” know that you are proud of
what is, in fact, only the good of the horse. What, then, is your own? Only your
reaction to the appearances of things. Thus, when you behave conformably to
nature in reaction to how things appear, you will be proud with reason; for you
will take pride in some good of your own. 
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7. Consider when, on a voyage, your ship is anchored; if you go on shore
to get water you may along the way amuse yourself with picking up a shellfish, or
an onion. However, your thoughts and continual attention ought to be bent
towards the ship, waiting for the captain to call on board; you must then immedi-
ately leave all these things, otherwise you will be thrown into the ship, bound neck
and feet like a sheep. So it is with life. If, instead of an onion or a shellfish, you are
given a wife or child, that is fine. But if the captain calls, you must run to the ship,
leaving them, and regarding none of them. But if you are old, never go far from
the ship: lest, when you are called, you should be unable to come in time. 

8. Don’t demand that things happen as you wish, but wish that they
happen as they do happen, and you will go on well. 

9. Sickness is a hindrance to the body, but not to your ability to choose,
unless that is your choice. Lameness is a hindrance to the leg, but not to your
ability to choose. Say this to yourself with regard to everything that happens, then
you will see such obstacles as hindrances to something else, but not to yourself. 

10. With every accident, ask yourself what abilities you have for making a
proper use of it. If you see an attractive person, you will find that self-restraint is
the ability you have against your desire. If you are in pain, you will find fortitude.
If you hear unpleasant language, you will find patience. And thus habituated, the
appearances of things will not hurry you away along with them. 

11. Never say of anything, “I have lost it”; but, “I have returned it.” Is
your child dead? It is returned. Is your wife dead? She is returned. Is your estate
taken away? Well, and is not that likewise returned? “But he who took it away is a
bad man.” What difference is it to you who the giver assigns to take it back? While
he gives it to you to possess, take care of it; but don’t view it as your own, just as
travelers view a hotel. 

12. If you want to improve, reject such reasonings as these: “If I neglect
my affairs, I’ll have no income; if I don’t correct my servant, he will be bad.” For
it is better to die with hunger, exempt from grief and fear, than to live in affluence
with perturbation; and it is better your servant should be bad, than you unhappy. 

Begin therefore from little things. Is a little oil spilt? A little wine stolen?
Say to yourself, “This is the price paid for apathy, for tranquillity, and nothing is
to be had for nothing.” When you call your servant, it is possible that he may not
come; or, if he does, he may not do what you want. But he is by no means of
such importance that it should be in his power to give you any disturbance.

13. If you want to improve, be content to be thought foolish and stupid
with regard to external things. Don’t wish to be thought to know anything; and
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even if you appear to be somebody important to others, distrust yourself. For, it
is difficult to both keep your faculty of choice in a state conformable to nature,
and at the same time acquire external things. But while you are careful about the
one, you must of necessity neglect the other. 

14. If you wish your children, and your wife, and your friends to live for
ever, you are stupid; for you wish to be in control of things which you cannot,
you wish for things that belong to others to be your own. So likewise, if you wish
your servant to be without fault, you are a fool; for you wish vice not to be vice,”
but something else. But, if you wish to have your desires undisappointed, this is in
your own control. Exercise, therefore, what is in your control. He is the master of
every other person who is able to confer or remove whatever that person wishes
either to have or to avoid. Whoever, then, would be free, let him wish nothing, let
him decline nothing, which depends on others else he must necessarily be a slave. 

15. Remember that you must behave in life as at a dinner party. Is any-
thing brought around to you? Put out your hand and take your share with moder-
ation. Does it pass by you? Don’t stop it. Is it not yet come? Don’t stretch your
desire towards it, but wait till it reaches you. Do this with regard to children, to a
wife, to public posts, to riches, and you will eventually be a worthy partner of the
feasts of the gods. And if you don’t even take the things which are set before you,
but are able even to reject them, then you will not only be a partner at the feasts
of the gods, but also of their empire. For, by doing this, Diogenes, Heraclitus and
others like them, deservedly became, and were called, divine. 

16. When you see anyone weeping in grief because his son has gone
abroad, or is dead, or because he has suffered in his affairs, be careful that the
appearance may not misdirect you. Instead, distinguish within your own mind,
and be prepared to say, “It’s not the accident that distresses this person., because
it doesn’t distress another person; it is the judgment which he makes about it.” As
far as words go, however, don’t reduce yourself to his level, and certainly do not
moan with him. Do not moan inwardly either. 

17. Remember that you are an actor in a drama, of such a kind as the
author pleases to make it. If short, of a short one; if long, of a long one. If it is his
pleasure you should act a poor man, a cripple, a governor, or a private person, see
that you act it naturally. For this is your business, to act well the character assigned
you; to choose it is another’s. 

18. When a raven happens to croak unluckily, don’t allow the appearance
hurry you away with it, but immediately make the distinction to yourself, and say,
“None of these things are foretold to me; but either to my paltry body, or proper-
ty, or reputation, or children, or wife. But to me all omens are lucky, if I will. For
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whichever of these things happens, it is in my control to derive advantage from
it.”

19. You may be unconquerable, if you enter into no combat in which it is
not in your own control to conquer. When, therefore, you see anyone eminent in
honors, or power, or in high esteem on any other account, take heed not to be
hurried away with the appearance, and to pronounce him happy; for, if the essen-
ce of good consists in things in our own control, there will be no room for envy
or emulation. But, for your part, don’t wish to be a general, or a senator, or a con-
sul, but to be free; and the only way to this is a contempt of things not in our
own control. 

20. Remember, that not he who gives ill language or a blow insults, but the
principle which represents these things as insulting. When, therefore, anyone
provokes you, be assured that it is your own opinion which provokes you. Try,
therefore, in the first place, not to be hurried away with the appearance. For if
you once gain time and respite, you will more easily command yourself. 

21. Let death and exile, and all other things which appear terrible be daily
before your eyes, but chiefly death, and you win never entertain any abject
thought, nor too eagerly covet anything. 

22. If you have an earnest desire of attaining to philosophy, prepare your-
self from the very first to be laughed at, to be sneered by the multitude, to hear
them say, “He is returned to us a philosopher all at once,” and “Whence this
supercilious look?” Now, for your part, don’t have a supercilious look indeed; but
keep steadily to those things which appear best to you as one appointed by God
to this station. For remember that, if you adhere to the same point, those very
persons who at first ridiculed will afterwards admire you. But if you are conquered
by them, you will incur a double ridicule.

23. If you ever happen to turn your attention to externals, so as to wish to
please anyone, be assured that you have ruined your scheme of life. Be contented,
then, in everything with being a philosopher; and, if you wish to be thought so
likewise by anyone, appear so to yourself, and it will suffice you. 

24. Don’t allow such considerations as these distress you. “I will live in
dishonor, and be nobody anywhere.” For, if dishonor is an evil, you can no more
be involved in any evil by the means of another, than be engaged in anything
base. Is it any business of yours, then, to get power, or to be admitted to an enter-
tainment? By no means. How, then, after all, is this a dishonor? And how is it true
that you will be nobody anywhere, when you ought to be somebody in those
things only which are in your own control, in which you may be of the greatest
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consequence? “But my friends will be unassisted.” — What do you mean by
unassisted? They will not have money from you, nor will you make them Roman
citizens. Who told you, then, that these are among the things in our own control,
and not the affair of others? And who can give to another the things which he has
not himself? “Well, but get them, then, that we too may have a share.”

If I can get them with the preservation of my own honor and fidelity and
greatness of mind, show me the way and I will get them; but if you require me to
lose my own proper good that you may gain what is not good, consider how
inequitable and foolish you are. Besides, which would you rather have, a sum of
money, or a friend of fidelity and honor? Rather assist me, then, to gain this
character than require me to do those things by which I may lose it. Well, but my
country, say you, as far as depends on me, will be unassisted. Here again, what
assistance is this you mean? “It will not have porticoes nor baths of your provid-
ing.” And what signifies that? Why, neither does a smith provide it with shoes, or
a shoemaker with arms. It is enough if everyone fully performs his own proper
business. And were you to supply it with another citizen of honor and fidelity,
would not he be of use to it? Yes. Therefore neither are you yourself useless to it.
“What place, then, say you, will I hold in the state?” Whatever you can hold with
the preservation of your fidelity and honor. But if, by desiring to be useful to that,
you lose these, of what use can you be to your country when you are become
faithless and void of shame. 

25. Is anyone preferred before you at an entertainment, or in a compli-
ment, or in being admitted to a consultation? If these things are good, you ought
to be glad that he has gotten them; and if they are evil, don’t be grieved that you
have not gotten them. And remember that you cannot, without using the same
means [which others do] to acquire things not in our own control, expect to be
thought worthy of an equal share of them. For how can he who does not
frequent the door of any [great] man, does not attend him, does not praise him,
have an equal share with him who does? You are unjust, then, and insatiable, if
you are unwilling to pay the price for which these things are sold, and would have
them for nothing.

For how much is lettuce sold? Fifty cents, for instance. If another, then,
paying fifty cents, takes the lettuce, and you, not paying it, go without them, don’t
imagine that he has gained any advantage over you. For as he has the lettuce, so
you have the fifty cents which you did not give. So, in the present case, you have
not been invited to such a person’s entertainment, because you have not paid him
the price for which a supper is sold. It is sold for praise; it is sold for attendance.
Give him then the value, if it is for your advantage. But if you would, at the same
time, not pay the one and yet receive the other, you are insatiable, and a block-
head. Have you nothing, then, instead of the supper? Yes, indeed, you have: the
not praising him, whom you don’t like to praise; the not bearing with his behavior
at coming in. 
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26. The will of nature may be learned from those things in which we don’t
distinguish from each other. For example, when our neighbor’s boy breaks a cup,
or the like, we are presently ready to say, “These things will happen.” Be assured,
then, that when your own cup likewise is broken, you ought to be affected just as
when another’s cup was broken. Apply this in like manner to greater things. Is the
child or wife of another dead? There is no one who would not say, “This is a
human accident.” but if anyone’s own child happens to die, it is presently, “Alas I
how wretched am I!” But it should be remembered how we are affected in hear-
ing the same thing concerning others.

27. As a mark is not set up for the sake of missing the aim, so neither does
the nature of evil exist in the world. 

28. If a person gave your body to any stranger he met on his way, you
would certainly be angry. And do you feel no shame in handing over your own
mind to be confused and mystified by anyone who happens to verbally attack
you? 

29. In every affair consider what precedes and follows, and then undertake
it. Otherwise you will begin with spirit; but not having thought of the consequen-
ces, when some of them appear you will shamefully desist. “I would conquer at
the Olympic games.” But consider what precedes and follows, and then, if it is for
your advantage, engage in the affair. You must conform to rules, submit to a diet,
refrain from dainties; exercise your body, whether you choose it or not, at a stated
hour, in heat and cold; you must drink no cold water, nor sometimes even wine.
In a word, you must give yourself up to your master, as to a physician. Then, in
the combat, you may be thrown into a ditch, dislocate your arm, turn your ankle,
swallow dust, be whipped, and, after all, lose the victory.

 When you have evaluated all this, if your inclination still holds, then go to
war. Otherwise, take notice, you will behave like children who sometimes play like
wrestlers, sometimes gladiators, sometimes blow a trumpet, and sometimes act a
tragedy when they have seen and admired these shows. Thus you too will be at
one time a wrestler, at another a gladiator, now a philosopher, then an orator; but
with your whole soul, nothing at all. Like an ape, you mimic all you see, and one
thing after another is sure to please you, but is out of favor as soon as it becomes
familiar. For you have never entered upon anything considerately, nor after having
viewed the whole matter on all sides, or made any scrutiny into it, but rashly, and
with a cold inclination.

Thus some, when they have seen a philosopher and heard a man speaking
like Euphrates (though, indeed, who can speak like him?), have a mind to be phil-
osophers too. Consider first, man, what the matter is, and what your own nature
is able to bear. If you would be a wrestler, consider your shoulders, your back,
your thighs; for different persons are made for different things. Do you think that

158



Epictetus ~ Enchiridon

you can act as you do, and be a philosopher? That you can eat and drink, and be
angry and discontented as you are now? 

You must watch, you must labor, you must get the better of certain appe-
tites, must quit your acquaintance, be despised by your servant, be laughed at by
those you meet; come off worse than others in everything, in magistracies, in
honors, in courts of judicature. When you have considered all these things round,
approach, if you please; if, by parting with them, you have a mind to purchase
apathy, freedom, and tranquillity. If not, don’t come here; don’t, like children, be
one while a philosopher, then a publican, then an orator, and then one of Caesar’s
officers. These things are not consistent. You must be one man, either good or
bad. You must cultivate either your own ruling faculty or externals, and apply
yourself either to things within or without you; that is, be either a philosopher, or
one of the vulgar.

30. Duties are universally measured by relations. Is anyone a father? If so,
it is implied that the children should take care of him, submit to him in every-
thing, patiently listen to his reproaches, his correction. But he is a bad father. Is
you naturally entitled, then, to a good father? No, only to a father. Is a brother
unjust? Well, keep your own situation towards him. Consider not what he does,
but what you are to do to keep your own faculty of choice in a state conformable
to nature. For another will not hurt you unless you please. You will then be hurt
when you think you are hurt. In this manner, therefore, you will find, from the
idea of a neighbor, a citizen, a general, the corresponding duties if you accustom
yourself to contemplate the several relations. 

31. Be assured that the essential property of piety towards the gods is to
form right opinions concerning them, as existing  and as governing the universe
with goodness and justice. And fix yourself in this resolution, to obey them, and
yield to them, and willingly follow them in all events, as produced by the most
perfect understanding. For thus you will never find fault with the gods, nor accuse
them as neglecting you. And it is not possible for this to be effected any other
way than by withdrawing yourself from things not in our own control, and placing
good or evil in those only which are. For if you suppose any of the things not in
our own control to be either good or evil, when you are disappointed of what you
wish, or incur what you would avoid, you must necessarily find fault with and
blame the authors. For every animal is naturally formed to fly and abhor things
that appear hurtful, and the causes of them; and to pursue and admire those
which appear beneficial, and the causes of them.

It is impractical, then, that one who supposes himself to be hurt should be
happy about the person who, he thinks, hurts him, just as it is impossible to be
happy about the hurt itself. Hence, also, a father is reviled by a son, when he does
not impart to him the things which he takes to be good; and the supposing
empire to be a good made Polynices and Eteocles mutually enemies. On this
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account the husbandman, the sailor, the merchant, on this account those who
lose wives and children, revile the gods. For where interest is, there too is piety
placed. So that, whoever is careful to regulate his desires and aversions as he
ought, is, by the very same means, careful of piety likewise. But it is also incum-
bent on everyone to offer libations and sacrifices and first fruits, conformably to
the customs of his country, with purity, and not in a slovenly manner, nor negli-
gently, nor sparingly, nor beyond his ability. 

32. When you have recourse to divination, remember that you know not
what the event will be, and you come to learn it of the diviner; but of what nature
it is you know before you come, at least if you are a philosopher. For if it is
among the things not in our own control, it can by no means be either good or
evil. Don’t, therefore, bring either desire or aversion with you to the diviner (else
you will approach him trembling), but first acquire a distinct knowledge that every
event is indifferent and nothing to you, of whatever sort it may be, for it will be in
your power to make a right use of it, and this no one can hinder; then come with
confidence to the gods, as your counselors, and afterwards, when any counsel is
given you, remember what counselors you have assumed, and whose advice you
will neglect if you disobey.

Come to divination, as Socrates prescribed, in cases of which the whole
consideration relates to the event, and in which no opportunities are afforded by
reason, or any other art, to discover the thing proposed to be learned. When,
therefore, it is our duty to share the danger of a friend or of our country, we
ought not to consult the oracle whether we will share it with them or not. For,
though the diviner should forewarn you that the victims are unfavorable, this
means no more than that either death or mutilation or exile is portended. But we
have reason within us, and it directs, even with these hazards, to the greater
diviner, the Pythian god, who cast out of the temple the person who gave no
assistance to his friend while another was murdering him. 

33. Immediately prescribe some character and form of conduce to your-
self, which you may keep both alone and in company. 

Be for the most part silent, or speak merely what is necessary, and in few
words. We may, however, enter, though sparingly, into discourse sometimes when
occasion calls for it, but not on any of the common subjects, of gladiators, or
horse races, or athletic champions, or feasts, the vulgar topics of conversation; but
principally not of men, so as either to blame, or praise, or make comparisons. If
you are able, then, by your own conversation bring over that of your company to
proper subjects; but, if you happen to be taken among strangers, be silent. Don’t
allow your laughter be much, nor on many occasions, nor profuse. Avoid swear-
ing, if possible, altogether; if not, as far as you are able. Avoid public and vulgar
entertainments; but, if ever an occasion calls you to them, keep your attention
upon the stretch, that you may not imperceptibly slide into vulgar manners. For
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be assured that if a person be ever so sound himself, yet, if his companion be
infected, he who converses with him will be infected likewise.

Provide things relating to the body no further than mere use; as meat,
drink, clothing, house, family. But strike off and reject everything relating to show
and delicacy. As far as possible, before marriage, keep yourself pure from familiar-
ities with women, and, if you indulge them, let it be lawfully. But don’t therefore
be troublesome and full of reproofs to those who use these liberties, nor
frequently boast that you yourself don’t. If anyone tells you that such a person
speaks ill of you, don’t make excuses about what is said of you, but answer: “He
does not know my other faults, else he would not have mentioned only these.”

It is not necessary for you to appear often at public spectacles; but if ever
there is a proper occasion for you to be there, don’t appear more solicitous for
anyone than for yourself; that is, wish things to be only just as they are, and him
only to conquer who is the conqueror, for thus you will meet with no hindrance.
But abstain entirely from declamations and derision and violent emotions. And
when you come away, don’t discourse a great deal on what has passed, and what
does not contribute to your own amendment. For it would appear by such dis-
course that you were immoderately struck with the show.

Go not of your own accord to the rehearsals of any [theatrical produc-
tions], nor appear at them readily. But, if you do appear, keep your gravity and
sedateness, and at the same time avoid being morose.

When you are going to confer with anyone, and particularly of those in a
superior station, represent to yourself how Socrates or Zeno would behave in
such a case, and you will not be at a loss to make a proper use of whatever may
occur. 

When you are going to any of the people in power, represent to yourself
that you will not find him at home; that you will not be admitted; that the doors
will not be opened to you; that he will take no notice of you. If, with all this, it is
your duty to go, bear what happens, and never say to yourself, “It was not worth
so much.” For this is vulgar, and like a man dazed by external things.

In parties of conversation, avoid a frequent and excessive mention of your
own actions and dangers. For, however agreeable it may be to yourself to mention
the risks you have run, it is not equally agreeable to others to hear your adven-
tures. Avoid, likewise, an endeavor to excite laughter. For this is a slippery point,
which may throw you into vulgar manners, and, besides, may be apt to lessen you
in the esteem of your acquaintance. Approaches to indecent discourse are likewise
dangerous. Whenever, therefore, anything of this sort happens, if there be a prop-
er opportunity, rebuke him who makes advances that way; or, at least, by silence
and blushing and a forbidding look, show yourself to be displeased by such talk. 

34. If you are struck by the appearance of any promised pleasure, guard
yourself against being hurried away by it; but let the affair wait your leisure, and
procure yourself some delay. Then bring to your mind both points of time: that in
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which you will enjoy the pleasure, and that in which you will repent and reproach
yourself after you have enjoyed it; and set before you, in opposition to these, how
you will be glad and applaud yourself if you abstain. And even though it should
appear to you a seasonable gratification, take heed that its enticing, and agreeable
and attractive force may not subdue you; but set in opposition to this how much
better it is to be conscious of having gained so great a victory. 

35. When you do anything from a clear judgment that it ought to be done,
never shun the being seen to do it, even though the world should make a wrong
supposition about it; for, if you don’t act right, shun the action itself; but, if you
do, why are you afraid of those who censure you wrongly? 

36. As the proposition, “Either it is day or it is night,” is extremely proper
for a disjunctive argument, but quite improper in a conjunctive one, so, at a feast,
to choose the largest share is very suitable to the bodily appetite, but utterly
inconsistent with the social spirit of an entertainment. When you eat with another,
then, remember not only the value of those things which are set before you to the
body, but the value of that behavior which ought to be observed towards the
person who gives the entertainment. 

37. If you have assumed any character above your strength, you have both
made an ill figure in that and quitted one which you might have supported. 

38. When walking, you are careful not to step on a nail or turn your foot;
so likewise be careful not to hurt the ruling faculty of your mind. And, if we were
to guard against this in every action, we should undertake the action with the
greater safety. 

39. The body is to everyone the measure of the possessions proper for it,
just as the foot is of the shoe. If, therefore, you stop at this, you will keep the
measure; but if you move beyond it, you must necessarily be carried forward, as
down a cliff; as in the case of a shoe, if you go beyond its fitness to the foot, it
comes first to be gilded, then purple, and then studded with jewels. For to that
which once exceeds a due measure, there is no bound. 

40. Women from fourteen years old are flattered with the title of “mistres-
ses” by the men. Therefore, perceiving that they are regarded only as qualified to
give the men pleasure, they begin to adorn themselves, and in that to place ill their
hopes. We should, therefore, fix our attention on making them sensible that they
are valued for the appearance of decent, modest and discreet behavior. 

41. It is a mark of want of genius to spend much time in things relating to
the body, as to be long in our exercises, in eating and drinking, and in the dis-
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charge of other animal functions. These should be done incidentally and slightly,
and our whole attention be engaged in the care of the understanding. 

42. When any person harms you, or speaks badly of you, remember that
he acts or speaks from a supposition of its being his duty. Now, it is not possible
that he should follow what appears right to you, but what appears so to himself.
Therefore, if he judges from a wrong appearance, he is the person hurt, since he
too is the person deceived. For if anyone should suppose a true proposition to be
false, the proposition is not hurt, but he who is deceived about it. Setting out,
then, from these principles, you will meekly bear a person who reviles you, for
you will say upon every occasion, “It seemed so to him.”

43. Everything has two handles, the one by which it may be carried, the
other by which it cannot. If your brother acts unjustly, don’t lay hold on the
action by the handle of his injustice, for by that it cannot be carried; but by the
opposite, that he is your brother, that he was brought up with you; and thus you
will lay hold on it, as it is to be carried. 

44. These reasonings are unconnected: “I am richer than you, therefore I
am better”; “I am more eloquent than you, therefore I am better.” The connec-
tion is rather this: “I am richer than you, therefore my property is greater than
yours;” “I am more eloquent than you, therefore my style is better than yours.”
But you, after all, are neither property nor style. 

45. Does anyone bathe in a mighty little time? Don’t say that he does it ill,
but in a mighty little time. Does anyone drink a great quantity of wine? Don’t say
that he does ill, but that he drinks a great quantity. For, unless you perfectly
understand the principle from which anyone acts, how should you know if he acts
ill? Thus you will not run the hazard of assenting to any appearances but such as
you fully comprehend.

46. Never call yourself a philosopher, nor talk a great deal among the
unlearned about theorems, but act conformably to them. Thus, at an entertain-
ment, don’t talk how persons ought to eat, but eat as you ought. For remember
that in this manner Socrates also universally avoided all ostentation. And when
persons came to him and desired to be recommended by him to philosophers, he
took and recommended them, so well did he bear being overlooked.

So that if ever any talk should happen among the unlearned concerning
philosophic theorems, be you, for the most part, silent. For there is great danger
in immediately throwing out what you have not digested. And, if anyone tells you
that you know nothing, and you are not nettled at it, then you may be sure that
you have begun your business. For sheep don’t throw up the grass to show the
shepherds how much they have eaten; but, inwardly digesting their food, they
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outwardly produce wool and milk. Thus, therefore, do you likewise not show
theorems to the unlearned, but the actions produced by them after they have
been digested.

47. When you have brought yourself to supply the necessities of your
body at a small price, don’t pique yourself upon it; nor, if you drink water, be
saying upon every occasion, “I drink water.” But first consider how much more
sparing and patient of hardship the poor are than we. But if at any time you
would inure yourself by exercise to labor, and bearing hard trials, do it for your
own sake, and not for the world; don’t grasp statues, but, when you are violently
thirsty, take a little cold water in your mouth, and spurt it out and tell nobody.

48. The condition and characteristic of a vulgar person, is, that he never
expects either benefit or hurt from himself, but from externals. The condition
and characteristic of a philosopher is, that he expects all hurt and benefit from
himself. The marks of a proficient are, that he censures no one, praises no one,
blames no one, accuses no one, says nothing concerning himself as being any-
body, or knowing anything: when he is, in any instance, hindered or restrained, he
accuses himself; and, if he is praised, he secretly laughs at the person who praises
him; and, if he is censured, he makes no defense. But he goes about with the
caution of sick or injured people, dreading to move anything that is set right, be-
fore it is perfectly fixed. He suppresses all desire in himself; he transfers his aver-
sion to those things only which thwart the proper use of our own faculty of
choice; the exertion of his active powers towards anything is very gentle; if he
appears stupid or ignorant, he does not care, and, in a word, he watches himself as
an enemy, and one in ambush.

49. When anyone shows himself overly confident in ability to understand
and interpret the works of Chrysippus, say to yourself, “Unless Chrysippus had
written obscurely, this person would have had no subject for his vanity. But what
do I desire? To understand nature and follow her. I ask, then, who interprets her,
and, finding Chrysippus does, I have recourse to him. I don’t understand his writ-
ings. I seek, therefore, one to interpret them.” So far there is nothing to value my-
self upon. And when I find an interpreter, what remains is to make use of his
instructions. This alone is the valuable thing. But, if I admire nothing but merely
the interpretation, what do I become more than a grammarian instead of a philos-
opher? Except, indeed, that instead of Homer I interpret Chrysippus. When any-
one, therefore, desires me to read Chrysippus to him, I rather blush when I can-
not show my actions agreeable and consonant to his discourse. 

50. Whatever moral rules you have deliberately proposed to yourself. abide
by them as they were laws, and as if you would be guilty of impiety by violating
any of them. Don’t regard what anyone says of you, for this, after all, is no con-
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cern of yours. How long, then, will you put off thinking yourself worthy of the
highest improvements and follow the distinctions of reason? You have received
the philosophical theorems, with which you ought to be familiar, and you have
been familiar with them. What other master, then, do you wait for, to throw upon
that the delay of reforming yourself? You are no longer a boy, but a grown man.
If, therefore, you will be negligent and slothful, and always add procrastination to
procrastination, purpose to purpose, and fix day after day in which you will attend
to yourself, you will insensibly continue without proficiency, and, living and dying,
persevere in being one of the vulgar.

This instant, then, think yourself worthy of living as a man grown up, and
a proficient. Let whatever appears to be the best be to you an inviolable law. And
if any instance of pain or pleasure, or glory or disgrace, is set before you, remem-
ber that now is the combat, now the Olympiad comes on, nor can it be put off.
By once being defeated and giving way, proficiency is lost, or by the contrary pre-
served. Thus Socrates became perfect, improving himself by everything. attending
to nothing but reason. And though you are not yet a Socrates, you ought,
however, to live as one desirous of becoming a Socrates. 

51. The first and most necessary topic in philosophy is that of the use of
moral theorems, such as, “We ought not to lie;” the second is that of demonstra-
tions, such as, “What is the origin of our obligation not to lie;” the third gives
strength and articulation to the other two, such as, “What is the origin of this is a
demonstration.” For what is demonstration? What is consequence? What contra-
diction? What truth? What falsehood? The third topic, then, is necessary on the
account of the second, and the second on the account of the first. But the most
necessary, and that whereon we ought to rest, is the first. But we act just on the
contrary. For we spend all our time on the third topic and employ all our diligence
about it, and entirely neglect the first. Therefore, at the same time that we lie we
are immediately prepared to show how it is demonstrated that lying is not right. 

52. Upon all occasions we ought to have these maxims ready at hand:

Conduct me, Jove, and you, 0 Destiny,
Wherever your decrees have fixed my station.  (Cleanthes)

I follow cheerfully; and, did I not,
Wicked and wretched, I must follow still
Whoever yields properly to Fate, is deemed
Wise among men, and knows the laws of heaven.  (Euripides)

And this third: 
O Crito, if it thus pleases the gods, thus let it be. Anytus and
Melitus may kill me indeed, but hurt me they cannot.  (Plato)  
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RENÉ DESCARTES

Me d ita tio n s  o n  Firs t Ph ilo s o p h y

Translated by Jonathan Bennett

First Meditation
On What Can Be Called into Doubt

S
ome years ago I was struck by how many false things I had believed,
and by how doubtful was the structure of beliefs that I had based on
them. I realized that if I wanted to establish anything in the sciences

that was stable and likely to last, I needed—just once in my life—to demolish
everything completely and start again from the foundations. It looked like an
enormous task, and I decided to wait until I was old enough to be sure that there
was nothing to be gained from putting it off any longer. I have now delayed it for
so long that I have no excuse for going on planning to do it rather than getting to
work. So today I have set all my worries aside and arranged for myself a clear
stretch of free time. I am here quite alone, and at last I will devote myself, sincere-
ly and without holding back, to demolishing my opinions.

I can do this without showing that all my beliefs are false, which is prob-
ably more than I could ever manage. My reason tells me that as well as withhold-
ing assent from propositions that are obviously false, I should also withhold it
from ones that are not completely certain and indubitable. So all I need, for the
purpose of rejecting all my opinions, is to find in each of them at least some
reason for doubt. I can do this without going through them one by one, which
would take forever: once the foundations of a building have been undermined, the
rest collapses of its own accord; so I will go straight for the basic principles on
which all my former beliefs rested.

Whatever I have accepted until now as most true has come to me through
my senses. But occasionally I have found that they have deceived me, and it is
unwise to trust completely those who have deceived us even once.

Hopeful: Yet although the senses sometimes deceive us about objects that
are very small or distant, that doesn’t apply to my belief that I am here, sitting by
the fire, wearing a winter dressing-gown, holding this piece of paper in my hands,
and so on. It seems to be quite impossible to doubt beliefs like these, which come
from the senses. Another example: how can I doubt that these hands or this
whole body are mine? To doubt such things I would have to liken myself to
brain-damaged madmen who are convinced they are kings when really they are
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paupers, or say they are dressed in purple when they are naked, or that they are
pumpkins, or made of glass. Such people are insane, and I would be thought
equally mad if I modeled myself on them.

Doubtful (sarcastically): What a brilliant piece of reasoning! As if I were
not a man who sleeps at night and often has all the same experiences while asleep
as madmen do when awake—indeed sometimes even more improbable ones.
Often in my dreams I am convinced of just such familiar events—that I am sitting
by the fire in my dressing-gown—when in fact I am lying undressed in bed!

Hopeful: Yet right now my eyes are certainly wide open when I look at
this piece of paper; I shake my head and it isn’t asleep; when I rub one hand
against the other, I do it deliberately and know what I am doing. This wouldn’t all
happen with such clarity to someone asleep.

Doubtful: Indeed! As if I didn’t remember other occasions when I have
been tricked by exactly similar thoughts while asleep! As I think about this more
carefully, I realize that there is never any reliable way of distinguishing being awake
from being asleep. This discovery makes me feel dizzy, which itself reinforces the
notion that I may be asleep! Suppose then that I am dreaming—it isn’t true that I,
with my eyes open, am moving my head and stretching out my hands. Suppose,
indeed that I don’t even have hands or any body at all. Still, it has to be admitted
that the visions that come in sleep are like paintings: they must have been made as
copies of real things; so at least these general kinds of things—eyes, head, hands
and the body as a whole—must be real and not imaginary.

For even when painters try to depict sirens and satyrs with the most extra-
ordinary bodies, they simply jumble up the limbs of different kinds of real ani-
mals, rather than inventing natures that are entirely new. If they do succeed in
thinking up something completely fictitious and unreal—not remotely like any-
thing ever seen before—at least the colours used in the picture must be real. Simi-
larly, although these general kinds of things— eyes, head, hands and so on—could
be imaginary, there is no denying that certain even simpler and more universal
kinds of things are real. These are the elements out of which we make all our
mental images of things—the true and also the false ones.

These simpler and more universal kinds include body, and extension; the
shape of extended things; their quantity, size and number; the places things can be
in, the time through which they can last, and so on.

So it seems reasonable to conclude that physics, astronomy, medicine, and
all other sciences dealing with things that have complex structures are doubtful;
while arithmetic, geometry and other studies of the simplest and most general
things—whether they really exist in nature or not—contain something certain and
indubitable. For whether I am awake or asleep, two plus three makes five, and a
square has only four sides. It seems impossible to suspect that such obvious truths
might be false.

However, I have for many years been sure that there is an all-powerful
God who made me to be the sort of creature that I am. How do I know that he

167



Descartes ~ Meditations

hasn’t brought it about that there is no earth, no sky, nothing that takes up space,
no shape, no size, no place, while making sure that all these things appear to me
to exist? Anyway, I sometimes think that others go wrong even when they think
they have the most perfect knowledge; so how do I know that I myself don’t go
wrong every time I add two and three or count the sides of a square? Well, you
might say, God would not let me be deceived like that, because he is said to be
supremely good. But, I reply, if God’s goodness would stop him from letting me
be deceived all the time, you would expect it to stop him from allowing me to be
deceived even occasionally; yet clearly I sometimes am deceived.

Some people would deny the existence of such a powerful God rather
than believe that everything else is uncertain. Let us grant them—for purposes of
argument—that there is no God, and theology is fiction. On their view, then, I
am a product of fate or chance or a long chain of causes and effects. But the less
powerful they make my original cause, the more likely it is that I am so imperfect
as to be deceived all the time—because deception and error seem to be imperfec-
tions. Having no answer to these arguments, I am driven back to the position that
doubts can properly be raised about any of my former beliefs. I don’t reach this
conclusion in a flippant or casual manner, but on the basis of powerful and well
thought-out reasons. So in future, if I want to discover any certainty, I must with-
hold my assent from these former beliefs just as carefully as I withhold it from
obvious falsehoods.

It isn’t enough merely to have noticed this, though; I must make an effort
to remember it. My old familiar opinions keep coming back, and against my will
they capture my belief. It is as though they had a right to a place in my belief-
system as a result of long occupation and the law of custom. These habitual opin-
ions of mine are indeed highly probable; although they are in a sense doubtful, as
I have shown, it is more reasonable to believe than to deny them.

But if I go on viewing them in that light I shall never get out of the habit
of confidently assenting to them. To conquer that habit, therefore, I had better
switch right around and pretend (for a while) that these former opinions of mine
are utterly false and imaginary. I shall do this until I have something to counter-
balance the weight of old opinion, and the distorting influence of habit no longer
prevents me from judging correctly. However far I go in my distrustful attitude,
no actual harm will come of it, because my project won’t affect how I act, but
only how I go about acquiring knowledge.

So I shall suppose that some malicious, powerful, cunning demon has
done all he can to deceive me—rather than this being done by God, who is
supremely good and the source of truth. I shall think that the sky, the air, the
earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely dreams that the
demon has contrived as traps for my judgment. I shall consider myself as having
no hands or eyes, or flesh, or blood or senses, but as having falsely believed that I
had all these things. I shall stubbornly persist in this train of thought; and even if I
can’t learn any truth, I shall at least do what I can do, which is to be on my guard
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against accepting any falsehoods, so that the deceiver—however powerful and
cunning he may be—will be unable to affect me in the slightest.

This will be hard work, though, and a kind of laziness pulls me back into
my old ways. Like a prisoner who dreams that he is free, starts to suspect that it is
merely a dream, and wants to go on dreaming rather than waking up, so I am con-
tent to slide back into my old opinions; I fear being shaken out of them because I
am afraid that my peaceful sleep may be followed by hard labour when I wake,
and that I shall have to struggle not in the light but in the imprisoning darkness of
the problems I have raised.

Second Meditation
The Nature of the Human Mind,

and How It is Better Known than the Body

Yesterday’s meditation raised doubts—ones that are too serious to be
ignored—which I can see no way of resolving. I feel like someone who is sudden-
ly dropped into a deep whirlpool that tumbles him around so that he can neither
stand on the bottom nor swim to the top. However, I shall force my way up, and
try once more to carry out the project that I started on yesterday. I will set aside
anything that admits of the slightest doubt, treating it as though I had found it to
be outright false; and I will carry on like that until I find something certain, or—at
worst—until I become certain that there is no certainty.

Archimedes said that if he had one firm and immovable point he could lift
the world ·with a long enough lever·; so I too can hope for great things if I man-
age to find just one little thing that is solid and certain. I will suppose, then, that
everything I see is fictitious. I will believe that my memory tells me nothing but
lies. I have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement and place are illusions.
So what remains true? Perhaps just the one fact that nothing is certain!

Hopeful: Still, how do I know that there isn’t something— not on that
list—about which there is no room for even the slightest doubt? Isn’t there a God
(call him what you will) who gives me the thoughts I am now having?

Doubtful: But why do I think this, since I might myself be the author of
these thoughts?

Hopeful: But then doesn’t it follow that I am, at least, something?
Doubtful: This is very confusing, because I have just said that I have no

senses and no body, and I am so bound up with a body and with senses that one
would think that I can’t exist without them. Now that I have convinced myself
that there is nothing in the world—no sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies—does
it follow that I don’t exist either?

Hopeful: No it does not follow; for if I convinced myself of something
then I certainly existed.

Doubtful: But there is a supremely powerful and cunning deceiver who
deliberately deceives me all the time!
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Hopeful: Even then, if he is deceiving me I undoubtedly exist: let him
deceive me all he can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing while I think
I am something. So after thoroughly thinking the matter through I conclude that
this proposition, I am, I exist, must be true whenever I assert it or think it.

But this ‘I’ that must exist—I still don’t properly understand what it is; so
I am at risk of confusing it with something else, thereby falling into error in the
very item of knowledge that I maintain is the most certain and obvious of all. To
get straight about what this ‘I’ is, I shall go back and think some more about what
I believed myself to be before I started this meditation. I will eliminate from those
beliefs anything that could be even slightly called into question by the arguments I
have been using, which will leave me with only beliefs about myself that are
certain and unshakable.

Well, then, what did I think I was? A man. But what is a man? Shall I say
‘a rational animal’? No; for then I should have to ask what an animal is, and what
rationality is—each question would lead me on to other still harder ones, and this
would take more time than I can spare. Let me focus instead on the beliefs that
spontaneously and naturally came to me whenever I thought about what I was.
The first such belief was that I had a face, hands, arms and the whole structure of
bodily parts that corpses also have—I call it the body. The next belief was that I
ate and drank, that I moved about, and that I engaged in sense-perception and
thinking; these things, I thought, were done by the soul. 

If I gave any thought to what this soul was like, I imagined it to be some-
thing thin and filmy—like a wind or fire or ether—permeating my more solid
parts. I was more sure about the body, though, thinking that I knew exactly what
sort of thing it was. If I had tried to put my conception of the body into words, I
would have said this:

By a ‘body’ I understand whatever has a definite shape and position, and
can occupy a region of space in such a way as to keep every other body out of it;
it can be perceived by touch, sight, hearing, taste or smell, and can be moved in
various ways.

I would have added that a body can’t start up movements by itself, and
can move only through being moved by other things that bump into it. It seemed
to me quite out of character for a body to be able to initiate movements, or to
able to sense and think, and I was amazed that certain bodies—namely, human
ones—could do those things. But now that I am supposing there is a supremely
powerful and malicious deceiver who has set out to trick me in every way he can
—now what shall I say that I am? Can I now claim to have any of the features
that I used to think belong to a body? When I think about them really carefully, I
find that they are all open to doubt: I shan’t waste time by showing this about
each of them separately.

Now, what about the features that I attributed to the soul? Nutrition or
movement? Since now I am pretending that I don’t have a body, these are mere
fictions. Sense-perception? One needs a body in order to perceive; and, besides,
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when dreaming I have seemed to perceive through the senses many things that I
later realized I had not perceived in that way. Thinking? At last I have discovered
it—thought! This is the one thing that can’t be separated from me. I am, I exist—
that is certain.

But for how long? For as long as I am thinking. But perhaps no longer
than that; for it might be that if I stopped thinking I would stop existing; and I
have to treat that possibility as though it were actual, because my present policy is
to reject everything that isn’t necessarily true. Strictly speaking, then, I am simply a
thing that thinks—a mind, or soul, or intellect, or reason, these being words
whose meaning I have only just come to know. Still, I am a real, existing thing.
What kind of a thing? I have answered that: a thinking thing.

What else am I? I will use my imagination to see if I am anything more. I
am not that structure of limbs and organs that is called a human body; nor am I a
thin vapour that permeates the limbs—a wind, fire, air, breath, or whatever I
imagine; for I have supposed all these things to be nothing because I have
supposed all bodies to be nothing. Even if I go on supposing them to be nothing,
I am still something. But these things that I suppose to be nothing because they
are unknown to me— might they not in fact be identical with the I of which I am
aware? I don’t know; and just now I shan’t discuss the matter, because I can form
opinions only about things that I know. I know that I exist, and I am asking: what
is this I that I know? My knowledge of it can’t depend on things of whose
existence I am still unaware; so it can’t depend on anything that I invent in my
imagination.

The word ‘invent’ points to what is wrong with relying on my imagination
in this matter: if I used imagination to show that I was something or other, that
would be mere invention, mere story-telling; for imagining is simply contemplat-
ing the shape or image of a bodily thing. That makes imagination suspect, for
while I know for sure that I exist, I know that everything relating to the nature of
body including imagination could be mere dreams; so it would be silly for me to
say ‘I will use my imagination to get a clearer understanding of what I am’—as
silly, indeed, as to say ‘I am now awake, and see some truth; but I shall deliberately
fall asleep so as to see even more, and more truly, in my dreams’! If my mind is to
get a clear understanding of its own nature, it had better not look to the imagina-
tion for it.

Well, then, what am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wants, refuses, and also imagines and senses.
That is a long list of attributes for me to have—and it really is I who have them
all. Why should it not be? Isn’t it one and the same ‘I’ who now doubts almost
everything, understands some things, affirms this one thing—namely, that I exist
and think, denies everything else, wants to know more, refuses to be deceived,
imagines many things involuntarily, and is aware of others that seem to come
from the senses?
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Isn’t all this just as true as the fact that I exist, even if I am in a perpetual
dream, and even if my creator is doing his best to deceive me? Which of all these
activities is distinct from my thinking? Which of them can be said to be separate
from myself? The fact that it is I who doubt and understand and want is so obvi-
ous that I can’t see how to make it any clearer. But the ‘I’ who imagines is also
this same ‘I’. For even if (as I am pretending) none of the things that I imagine
really exist, I really do imagine them, and this is part of my thinking. Lastly, it is
also this same ‘I’ who senses, or is aware of bodily things seemingly through the
senses. Because I may be dreaming, I can’t say for sure that I now see the flames,
hear the wood crackling, and feel the heat of the fire; but I certainly seem to see,
to hear, and to be warmed. This cannot be false; what is called ‘sensing’ is strictly
just this seeming, and when ‘sensing’ is understood in this restricted sense of the
word it too is simply thinking.

All this is starting to give me a better understanding of what I am. But I
still can’t help thinking that bodies—of which I form mental images and which
the senses investigate—are much more clearly known to me than is this puzzling
‘I’ that can’t be pictured in the imagination. It would be surprising if this were
right, though; for it would be surprising if I had a clearer grasp of things that I
realize are doubtful, unknown and foreign to me—namely, bodies—than I have
of what is true and known— namely my own self. But I see what the trouble is: I
keep drifting towards that error because my mind likes to wander freely, refusing
to respect the boundaries that truth lays down. Very well, then; I shall let it run
free for a while, so that when the time comes to rein it in it won’t be so resistant
to being pulled back.

Let us consider the things that people ordinarily think they understand
best of all, namely the bodies that we touch and see. I don’t mean bodies in
general—for our general thoughts are apt to be confused—but one particular
body: this piece of wax, for example. It has just been taken from the honeycomb;
it still tastes of honey and has the scent of the flowers from which the honey was
gathered; its colour, shape and size are plain to see; it is hard, cold and can be
handled easily; if you rap it with your knuckle it makes a sound. In short, it has
everything that seems to be needed for a body to be known perfectly clearly.

But as I speak these words I hold the wax near to the fire, and look! The
taste and smell vanish, the colour changes, the shape is lost, the size increases; the
wax becomes liquid and hot; you can hardly touch it, and it no longer makes a
sound when you strike it. But is it still the same wax? Of course it is; no one
denies this. So what was it about the wax that I understood so clearly? Evidently it
was not any of the features that the senses told me of; for all of them—brought
to me through taste, smell, sight, touch or hearing—have now altered, yet it is still
the same wax.

Perhaps what I now think about the wax indicates what its nature was all
along. If that is right, then the wax was not the sweetness of the honey, the scent
of the flowers, the whiteness, the shape, or the sound, but was rather a body that
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recently presented itself to me in those ways but now appears differently. But
what exactly is this thing that I am now imagining? Well, if we take away whatever
doesn’t belong to the wax (that is, everything that the wax could be without),
what is left is merely something extended, flexible and changeable. What do ‘flexi-
ble’ and ‘changeable’ mean here? I can imaginatively picture this piece of wax
changing from round to square, from square to triangular, and so on. But that
isn’t what changeability is. In knowing that the wax is changeable I understand
that it can go through endlessly many changes of that kind, far more than I can
depict in my imagination; so it isn’t my imagination that gives me my grasp of the
wax as flexible and changeable.

Also, what does ‘extended’ mean? Is the wax’s extension also unknown? It
increases if the wax melts, and increases again if it boils; the wax can be extended
in many more ways (that is, with many more shapes) than I will ever bring before
my imagination. I am forced to conclude that the nature of this piece of wax isn’t
revealed by my imagination, but is perceived by the mind alone. (I am speaking of
this particular piece of wax; the point is even clearer with regard to wax in gener-
al.) This wax that is perceived by the mind alone is, of course, the same wax that I
see, touch, and picture in my imagination—in short the same wax I thought it to
be from the start. But although my perception of it seemed to be a case of vision
and touch and imagination, it isn’t so and it never was. Rather, it is purely a scru-
tiny by the mind alone—formerly an imperfect and confused one, but now vivid
and clear because I am now concentrating carefully on what the wax consists in.

As I reach this conclusion I am amazed at how prone to error my mind is.
For although I am thinking all this out within myself, silently, I do it with the help
of words, and I am at risk of being led astray by them. When the wax is in front
of us, we say that we see it, not that we judge it to be there from its colour or
shape; and this might make me think that knowledge of the wax comes from what
the eye sees rather than from the perception of the mind alone. But this is clearly
wrong, as the following example shows. If I look out of the window and see men
crossing the square, as I have just done, I say that I see the men themselves, just
as I say that I see the wax; yet do I see any more than hats and coats that could
conceal robots? I judge that they are men. Something that I thought I saw with
my eyes, therefore, was really grasped solely by my mind’s faculty of judgment.

However, someone who wants to know more than the common crowd
should be ashamed to base his doubts on ordinary ways of talking. Let us push
ahead, then, and ask: When was my perception of the wax’s nature more perfect
and clear? Was it when I first looked at the wax, and thought I knew it through
my senses? Or is it now, after I have enquired more carefully into the wax’s nature
and into how it is known? It would be absurd to hesitate in answering the ques-
tion; for what clarity and sharpness was there in my earlier perception of the wax?
Was there anything in it that a lower animal couldn’t have? But when I consider
the wax apart from its outward forms—take its clothes off, so to speak, and con-
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sider it naked—then although my judgment may still contain errors, at least I am
now having a perception of a sort that requires a human mind.

But what am I to say about this mind, or about myself? (So far, remember,
I don’t admit that there is anything to me except a mind.) What, I ask, is this ‘I’
that seems to perceive the wax so clearly? Surely, I am aware of my own self in a
truer and more certain way than I am of the wax, and also in a much more
distinct and evident way. What leads me to think that the wax exists—namely,
that I see it—leads much more obviously to the conclusion that I exist. What I
see might not really be the wax; perhaps I don’t even have eyes with which to see
anything. But when I see or think I see (I am not here distinguishing the two), it is
simply not possible that I who am now thinking am not something. Similarly, that
I exist follows from the other bases for judging that the wax exists—that I touch
it, that I imagine it, or any other basis—and similarly for my bases for judging that
anything else exists outside me.

As I came to perceive the wax more distinctly by applying not just sight
and touch but other considerations, all this too contributed to my knowing myself
even more distinctly, because whatever goes into my perception of the wax or of
any other body must do even more to establish the nature of my own mind. What
comes to my mind from bodies, therefore, helps me to know my mind distinctly;
yet all of that pales into insignificance—it is hardly worth mentioning—when
compared with what my mind contains within itself that enables me to know it
distinctly.

See! With no effort I have reached the place where I wanted to be! I now
know that even bodies are perceived not by the senses or by imagination but by
the intellect alone, not through their being touched or seen but through their
being understood; and this helps me to know plainly that I can perceive my own
mind more easily and clearly than I can anything else. Since the grip of old
opinions is hard to shake off, however, I want to pause and meditate for a while
on this new knowledge of mine, fixing it more deeply in my memory. 
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Translated by Jonathan Bennett

Part 1
God

Definitions

D
1: In calling something ‘cause of itself’ I mean that its essence involves
existence, i.e. that its nature can’t be conceived except as existing.

D2: A thing is said to be ‘finite in its own kind’ if it can be limited by something
else of the same nature. For example, every body counts as ‘finite in its own kind’
because we can always conceive another body that is even bigger. And a thought
can be limited by—i.e. can count as finite because of—another thought that
somehow exceeds it. But a body can’t be limited by a thought or a thought by a
body.

D3: By ‘substance’ I understand: what is in itself and is conceived through itself,
i.e. that whose concept doesn’t have to be formed out of the concept of some-
thing else.

D4: By ‘attribute’ I understand: what the intellect perceives of a substance as
constituting its essence.

D5: By ‘mode’ I understand: a state of a substance, i.e. something that exists in
and is conceived through something else.

D6: By ‘God’ I understand: a thing that is absolutely infinite, i.e. a substance con-
sisting of an infinity of attributes, each of which expresses an eternal and infinite
essence. I say ‘absolutely infinite’ in contrast to ‘infinite in its own kind’. If some-
thing is infinite only in its own kind, there can be attributes that it doesn’t have;
but if something is absolutely infinite its essence or nature contains every positive
way in which a thing can exist—which means that it has all possible attributes.

D7: A thing is called ‘free’ if its own nature—with no input from anything else—
makes it necessary for it to exist and causes it to act as it does. We say that a thing
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is ‘compelled’ if something other than itself makes it exist and causes it to act in
this or that specific way.

D8: By ‘eternity’ I understand: existence itself when conceived to follow necessar-
ily from the definition of the eternal thing. A thing is eternal only if it is absolutely
(logically) necessary that the thing exists; for something to be eternal it isn’t mere-
ly a matter of its existing at all times—it must necessarily exist.

Axioms

A1: Whatever exists is either in itself or in something else. As we have already
seen, a substance is in itself, a mode is in something else.

A2: What can’t be conceived through something else must be conceived through
itself.

A3: From a given determinate cause the effect follows necessarily; and,
conversely, if there is no determinate cause no effect can follow.

A4: Knowledge of an effect depends on, and involves, knowledge of its cause.

A5: If two things have nothing in common, they can’t be understood through one
another—that is, the concept of one doesn’t involve the concept of the other.

A6: A true idea must agree with its object.

A7: If a thing can be conceived as not existing then its essence doesn’t involve
existence.

Propositions

1: A substance is prior in nature to its states. This is evident from D3 and D5.

2: Two substances having different attributes have nothing in common with one
another. This also evident from D3. For each substance must be in itself and be
conceived through itself, which is to say that the concept of the one doesn’t
involve the concept of the other.

3: If things have nothing in common with one another, one of them can’t be the
cause of the other. If they have nothing in common with one another, then (by
A5) they can’t be understood through one another, and so (by A4) one can’t be
the cause of the other.
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4: Two or more things are made distinct from one another either by a difference
in their attributes or by a difference in their states.

Whatever exists is either in itself or in something else (by A1), which is to
say (by D3 and D5) that outside the intellect there is nothing except substances
and their states. So there is nothing outside the intellect through which things can
be distinguished from one another except substances (which is to say (by D4)
their attributes) and their states.

5: In Nature there cannot be two or more substances having the same nature or
attribute. If there were two or more distinct substances, they would have to be
distinguished from one another by a difference either in their attributes or in their
states (by 4). If they are distinguished only by a difference in their attributes, then
any given attribute can be possessed by only one of them. Suppose, then, that
they are distinguished by a difference in their states.

But a substance is prior in nature to its states (by 1), so we can set the
states aside and consider the substance in itself; and then there is nothing left
through which one substance can be conceived as distinguished from another,
which by 4 amounts to saying that we don’t have two or more substances with a
single attribute, but only one.

6: One substance can’t be produced by another substance. In nature there can’t
be two substances that share an attribute (by 5), that is (by 2), there can’t be two
substances that have something in common with each other. Therefore (by 3) one
substance can’t be the cause of another, or be caused by it.

Corollary: A substance can’t be produced by anything else. In nature there
are only substances and their states. But a substance can’t be produced by another
substance (by 6). Therefore, a substance can’t be produced by anything else at all.

This corollary is demonstrated even more easily from the absurdity of its
contradictory. If a substance could be produced by something else, the knowledge
of it would have to depend on the knowledge of its cause. And so it wouldn’t be a
substance.

7: It pertains to the nature of a substance to exist. A substance can’t be produced
by anything else (by the corollary to 6), so it must be its own cause; and that, by
D1, is to say that its essence necessarily involves existence, i.e. it pertains to its
nature to exist.

8: Every substance is necessarily infinite. [The difficult demonstration of 8 has this
at its core: if x is finite then it is limited by something of the same kind as itself,
i.e. something that shares an attribute with it; but no substance shares an attribute
with any other substance, so no substance can be limited in this way, so every
substance is infinite.]
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 . . . If men would attend to the nature of substance, they would have no doubt of
the truth of 7. Indeed, this proposition would be an axiom for everyone. For by
‘substance’ they would understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself,
i.e. that the knowledge of which doesn’t require the knowledge of anything else;
and by ‘quality’ they would understand what is in something else, something the
concept of which is formed from the concept of the thing in which it is.

Hence, if someone said that he had a clear and distinct (i.e., true) idea of a
substance, and nevertheless wondered whether such a substance existed, that
would amount to saying that he had a true idea and wondered whether it was
false. (You’ll see that this is right if you think about it.) Or if someone says that a
substance has been created, he is saying that a false idea has become true! Of
course nothing more absurd can be conceived. So it must be admitted that the
existence of a substance is an eternal truth, just as its essence is.  . . . 

11: God, or a substance consisting of infinite attributes each of which expresses
eternal and infinite essence, necessarily exists.

If God didn’t exist, then God’s essence would not involve existence; and
that is absurd. Therefore God necessarily exists.

A second proof: For each thing there must be assigned a cause or reason
for its existence (if it exists) and for its nonexistence (if it doesn’t). This reason or
cause must be either contained in, or lie outside of, the nature of the thing. For
example, the very nature of a square circle indicates the reason why it doesn’t
exist, namely because it involves a contradiction; and the very nature of a substan-
ce explains why it does exist, because that nature involves existence. But the rea-
son why [changing the example] a coin exists, or why it doesn’t exist, does not
follow from its nature but from the order of the whole of the physical world. For
from this order it must follow either that the coin necessarily exists now or that it
is impossible for it to exist now. These things are self-evident. From them it
follows that a thing necessarily exists if there is no reason or cause that prevents it
from existing. So if there is no reason or cause that prevents God from existing or
takes God’s existence away, it certainly follows that God necessarily exists.

But if there were such a reason or cause, it would have to be either in
God’s very nature or outside it and in another substance of a different nature. It
couldn’t be in a substance of the same nature as God’s, for the supposition that
there is such a substance is, itself, the supposition that God exists. So it would
have to be a substance of a nature different from God’s; but such a substance
would have nothing in common with God and so could neither give existence to
God nor take it away. So a reason or cause that takes away God’s existence
couldn’t lie outside the divine nature.

It would, then, have to be in God’s nature itself. That would mean that
God’s nature involved a contradiction, like the square circle. But it is absurd to
affirm this of a thing that is absolutely infinite and supremely perfect. (That is
because a contradiction must involve something of the form ‘P and not-P—a
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‘square circle’ would be something that was ‘square and not square’ because ‘not
square is contained in the meaning of ‘circle’—and a thing that is infinite and per-
fect is one whose nature involves nothing negative, so nothing of the contradic-
tory form.) So there is no cause or reason—either in God or outside God—that
takes God’s existence away. Therefore God necessarily exists.

A third proof: To be unable to exist is to lack power, and conversely to be
able to exist is to have power (this is self-evident). Now, suppose that God
doesn’t exist but some finite things do exist necessarily. In that case, these finite
things are more powerful than an absolutely infinite thing (because they can exist
and the absolutely infinite thing can’t). But this is self-evidently absurd. So either
nothing exists or an absolutely infinite thing also exists. But we exist, either in
ourselves as substances that necessarily exist or as qualities of something else that
necessarily exists. Therefore an absolutely infinite thing—that is God—necessarily
exists.  . . . 

So there is nothing of whose existence we can be more certain than we
are of the existence of an absolutely infinite thing, i.e. a perfect thing, i.e. God.
For since God’s essence excludes all imperfection and involves absolute perfec-
tion, by that very fact it removes every cause of doubting God’s existence and
gives the greatest certainty concerning it. I think this will be clear to you even if
you are only moderately attentive!  . . . 

17: God acts from the laws of the divine nature alone, and is not compelled by
anything.

From the necessity of the divine nature alone, or (what is the same thing)
from the laws of God’s nature alone, absolutely infinite things follow; and nothing
can be or be conceived without God—all things are in God. So there can’t be
anything outside God by which God could be caused or compelled to act. There-
fore, God acts from the laws of the divine nature alone, and is not compelled by
anything.

First corollary to 17: There is no cause, either extrinsically or intrinsically,
which prompts God to action, except the perfection of the divine nature.

Second corollary to 17: God alone is a free cause. God alone exists only
from the necessity of the divine nature, and acts from the necessity of the divine
nature. Therefore God alone is a free cause.

. . . I shall add a point about the intellect and will that are commonly
attributed to God. If ‘will’ and ‘intellect’ do pertain to the eternal essence of God,
we must understand by each of these something different from what men com-
monly understand by them. For the ‘intellect’ and ‘will’ that would constitute
God’s essence would have to differ entirely from our intellect and will, not agree-
ing with them in anything but the name. They wouldn’t match one another any
more than Sirius the ‘dog-star’ matches the dog that is a barking animal. I shall
demonstrate this.
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We have intellect, and what we understand through it is either earlier than
the act of understanding (as most people think) or simultaneous with it; but if the
divine nature includes intellect, it can’t be like ours in this respect, because God is
prior in causality to all things (by the first corollary to 16). So far from its being
the case that God’s intellect represents something because the thing exists, the
fundamental nature of things is what it is because God’s intellect represents it in
that way. So God’s intellect, conceived as constituting the divine essence, is really
the cause of the essence and of the existence of things. Some writers seem to
have realized this—the ones who have said that God’s intellect, will and power are
one and the same.

Therefore, since God’s intellect is the only cause of things—of their
essence as well as of their existence—God must differ from other things both in
essence and in existence. I shall explain this. Something that is caused differs from
its cause precisely in what it gets from the cause. For example, a man may be the
cause of the existence of another man, but not of his essence—that is, not of the
human nature that he has, not of the-possibility-of-being-human—for the latter is
an eternal truth. So they can agree entirely in their essence, having the very same
human nature. But they must differ in their existences: if one of the men goes out
of existence, that need not destroy the other’s existence. But if the essence of one
could be destroyed and become false—that is, if it could become the case that
there was no such thing as human nature, no possibility-of-being-human—then
the essence of the other would also be destroyed.

So if something causes both the essence and the existence of some effect,
it must differ in essence and existence from the effect. But God’s intellect is the
cause both of the essence and of the existence of our intellect. Therefore God’s
intellect, conceived as constituting the divine essence, differs from our intellect
both in essence and in existence and can’t agree with it in anything but in name
—which is what I said. It is easy to see that there is a similar proof regarding
God’s will and our will. . . . 

29: In nature there is nothing contingent; all things have been caused by the
necessity of the divine nature to exist and produce an effect in a certain way.

Whatever exists is in God; and God exists necessarily, not contingently.
Next, the modes of the divine nature—the ways in which God exists—have also
followed from that nature necessarily . . . All things have been caused from the
necessity of the divine nature not only to exist but to exist in a certain way, and to
produce effects in a certain way; and all of this is necessary, not contingent. There
is nothing contingent.  . . . 

Appendix to Part One
With these demonstrations I have explained God’s nature and properties:

God exists necessarily; God is unique; God exists and acts solely from the neces-
sity of the divine nature; God is the free cause of all things (and I have shown
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how); all things are in God and depend on God in such a way that without God
they can’t exist or be conceived; all things have been precaused by God, not from
freedom of the will or absolute ·whim or· good pleasure, but from God’s absolute
nature or infinite power.

Further, I have taken care, whenever the occasion arose, to remove preju-
dices that could prevent my demonstrations from being grasped. But because
many prejudices remain that could—that can—be a great obstacle to men’s
understanding my way of explaining how things hang together, I have thought it
worthwhile to consider those prejudices here, subjecting them to the scrutiny of
reason. All the prejudices I here undertake to expose depend on the common
supposition that all natural things act, as men do, on account of an end. Indeed,
people maintain as a certainty that God directs all things to some definite end, this
being implicit in their view that God has made all things for man and has made
man to worship God.

So I shall begin by considering this one prejudice, asking first why most
people are satisfied that it is true and so inclined by nature to embrace it. Then I
shall show its falsity, and finally show how from this prejudices have arisen con-
cerning good and evil, merit and wrong-doing, praise and blame, order and confu-
sion, beauty and ugliness, and other things of this kind.

(1) Of course this is not the place to derive my explanations from the
nature of the human mind. It will suffice here to build on two things that every-
one must admit to be true: that all men are born ignorant of the causes of things,
and that all men want to seek their own advantage and are conscious of wanting
this.

From these premises it follows that men think themselves free, because
they are conscious of their choices and their desires, are ignorant of the causes
that incline them to want and to choose, and thus never give the faintest thought
—even in their dreams!—to those causes. It follows also that men act always on
account of a goal, specifically on account of their advantage, which they seek. Put-
ting these two together, men are in a frame of mind from which efficient causes
—that is, real causes—are almost totally absent, and which is saturated by thought
about final causes, goals or ends or purposes. So the only explanations they look
for are ones in terms of final causes—in asking ‘Why did that happen?’ they are
asking ‘For what purpose did that happen?’—and when they have heard that they
are satisfied, having nothing more to ask. But if they can’t get such explanations
from others they have to turn to themselves, and to reflect on the ends by which
they are usually led to do such things; so they necessarily judge the temperament
of other men from their own temperament.

Furthermore, they find—both in themselves and outside themselves—
many means that are very helpful in seeking their own advantage: eyes for seeing,
teeth for chewing, plants and animals for food, the sun for light, the sea for sup-
porting fish, and similarly with almost everything else whose natural causes—that
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is, whose efficient causes—they are not curious about. This leads them to consid-
er all natural things as means to their own advantage. And knowing that they had
found these means, not provided them for themselves, they had reason to think
there was someone else who had prepared these means for human use. So they
inferred that one or more rulers of nature, endowed with human freedom, had
taken care of all things for them, and made all things for their (human) use.

And since they had never heard anything about the character of these
rulers, they had to judge it from their own characters; so they maintained that the
Gods direct everything for the use of men in order to bind men to them and be
held by men in the highest honour! So it has come about that each man has
thought up—on the basis of his own character—his own way of worshipping
God, so that God might love him above all the rest, and direct the whole of
nature according to the needs of his blind desire and insatiable greed. Thus this
prejudice changed into superstition, and struck deep roots in men’s minds. This is
why everyone tried so hard to understand and explain the final causes— the
purposes—of all things.

But while trying to show that nature does nothing in vain (meaning: noth-
ing that isn’t useful to men), they seem to have shown only that nature and the
gods are as mad as men are! Look at how they ended up! Along with many con-
veniences in nature they couldn’t avoid finding many inconveniences—storms,
earthquakes, diseases, etc. They hold that these happen because the gods—whom
they judge on the basis of themselves—are angry with men for wronging them or
making mistakes in their worship. And though their daily experience contradicted
this, and though countless examples showed that conveniences and inconvenien-
ces happen indiscriminately to the pious and the impious alike, that didn’t lead
them to give up their longstanding prejudice. It was easier for them to put the
gods’ reasons for· this among the other unknown things whose uses they were
ignorant of, thus remaining in the state of ignorance in which they had been born,
than to destroy that whole construction and think up a new one.

So they maintained it as certain that the gods’ judgments far surpass man’s
grasp. This alone would have caused the truth to be hidden from the human race
for ever, if mathematics hadn’t shown them another standard of truth. It could do
this because it isn’t involved in the final-causes muddle, because· it is concerned
not with ends but only with the essential properties of figures. In addition to
mathematics there have also been a few other things (I needn’t list them here)
which have enabled a few men to notice these common prejudices and be led to
the true knowledge of things.

(2) That is enough on what I promised in the first place, namely, to
explain why men are so inclined to believe that all things act for an end. I don’t
need many words to show that nature has no end set before it, and that all final
causes are nothing but human fictions. I think I have already sufficiently establish-
ed it, both by my explanation of the origins of this prejudice and also by the
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propositions by which I have shown that everything happens by a certain eternal
necessity of nature and with the greatest perfection.

Still, I shall add this: this doctrine about ends turns nature completely
upside down. For what is really a cause it considers as an effect, and conversely
what is an effect it considers as a cause. What by nature comes first it makes
follow. And finally, what is supreme and most perfect it makes imperfect.

The first two points are self-evident. Again, this doctrine takes away God’s
perfection. For if God acts for the sake of an end, it must be that God wants
something and therefore lacks something. And though the theologians and meta-
physicians distinguish different kinds of ends, that doesn’t help them with the
present difficulty. They say that God did everything for God’s own sake and not
for the sake of the things God was going to create. For before the creation that
they believe in they can’t find anything for the sake of which God could act—
except God! And so they have to admit that God willed to make things happen as
means to things that God wanted and lacked. This is self-evident.

I should also mention that the followers of this doctrine about ends,
wanting to show off their cleverness in saying what things are for, have called to
their aid a new form of argument: instead of reducing things to the impossible,
they reduce them to ignorance! Their resorting to this shows that no other way of
defending their doctrine was open to them.

For example, if a slate falls from a roof onto someone’s head and kills
him, they will argue that the slate fell in order to kill the man. Here is how their
argument goes: If it didn’t fall for that purpose because God wanted the man to
be killed, how could so many circumstances have come together by chance? You
may answer that it happened because the wind was blowing hard and the man was
walking that way. But why was the wind blowing hard just then? Why was the
man walking by just then? If you answer that the wind arose then because on the
preceding day, while the weather was still calm, the sea began to toss, and that the
man had been invited somewhere by a friend, then we will ask: Why was the sea
tossing? Why was the man invited at just that time?

And on it goes! They won’t stop asking for the causes of causes until you
take refuge in the will of God, which is the haven of unacknowledged ignorance.

Similarly, when they see the structure of the human body, these people are
struck by a foolish wonder; and because they don’t know the causes of this elabo-
rate structure they conclude that it is constructed not by mechanical processes but
by divine or supernatural skill, and constituted as it is so that the parts won’t
injure another.

So it comes about that someone who seeks the true causes of ‘miracles’
and is eager (like an educated man) to understand natural things, not (like a fool)
to wonder at them, is denounced as an impious heretic by those whom the people
honour as interpreters of nature and of the gods. For the denouncers know that if
ignorance is taken away and replaced by real knowledge of mechanical processes,
then foolish wonder is also taken away, depriving them of their only means for
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arguing and defending their authority. Enough of this; I now pass on to what I
decided to treat here in the third place.

(3) After men convinced themselves that whatever happens does so on
their account, they had to judge as most important in each thing whatever is most
useful to them, and to rate as most excellent all the things by which they were
most pleased. So they had to develop the notions: good, bad, order, confusion,
warm, cold, beauty, ugliness, in terms of which they ‘explained’ natural things. I
shall briefly discuss these here.

Whatever contributes to health and to the worship of God they have
called ‘good’, and what is contrary to these they call ‘bad’. Those who don’t
understand the real nature of things, and have only a pictorial grasp of them,
mistake their own imaginings for intellectual thought; they really have nothing to
say about things, but in their ignorance of things and of their own natures they
firmly believe that there is an order in things. When a number of items are set out
in such a way that when they’re presented to us through the senses we can easily
imagine them—can easily depict them to ourselves— and so can easily remember
them, we say that they are ‘orderly’; but if the opposite is true we say that they are
‘disorderly’ or ‘confused’.

And since the things we can easily imagine are especially pleasing to us,
men prefer ‘order’ to ‘confusion’, as if order were something in nature more than
a relation to our imagination! They also say that God has created all things to be
orderly (thus unknowingly attributing imagination to God, unless they mean that
God has disposed things so that men can easily imagine them). Perhaps they
won’t be deterred—though they should be— by the fact that we find infinitely
many things that far surpass our imagination, and many that confuse it on account
of its weakness. But enough of this.

The other notions are also nothing but various states of the imagination;
yet ignorant people consider them to be chief attributes of things. This is because,
as I have already said, they believe that all things were made for their sake, and call
the nature of a thing ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘sound’ or ‘rotten’ and ‘corrupt’, according to
how it affects them. For example, if the motion the nerves receive from objects
presented through the eyes is conducive to health, the objects that cause it are
called ‘beautiful’; those that cause a contrary motion are called ‘ugly’. Those that
move the sensory apparatus through the nose they call ‘pleasant-smelling’ or
‘stinking’; through the tongue, ‘sweet’ or ‘bitter’, ‘tasty’ or ‘tasteless’; through
touch, ‘hard’ or ‘soft’, ‘rough’ or ‘smooth’, etc.; and finally those that affect us
through the ears are said to produce ‘noise’, ‘sound’ or ‘harmony’. Some men
have been mad enough to believe that God is pleased by harmony!

All these things show well enough that each person has judged things
according to the disposition of his own brain; or rather, has accepted states of the
imagination as things. So it is no wonder (I note in passing) that we find so many
controversies to have arisen among men, and that they have finally given rise to
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scepticism. For although human bodies are alike in many ways, they still differ in
very many. And for that reason what seems good to one seems bad to another;
what seems ordered to one seems confused to another; what seems pleasing to
one seems displeasing to another, and so on.

I pass over the other notions here, both because this is not the place to
treat them at length and because everyone has experienced this variability suffici-
ently for himself. That is why we have such sayings as ‘So many heads, so many
attitudes’, ‘Everyone is well pleased with his own opinion’, and ‘Brains differ as
much as palates do’. These proverbs show well enough that men judge things
according to the disposition of their brain, and imagine things rather than under-
standing them. For if men had understood natural things they would at least have
been convinced of the truth about them, even if they weren’t all attracted by it.
The example of mathematics shows this. So we see that all the notions by which
ordinary people are accustomed to explain nature are only states of the imagina-
tion, and don’t indicate the nature of anything except the imagination.

Many people are accustomed to arguing in this way: If all things have
followed from the necessity of God’s most perfect nature, why are there so many
imperfections in nature? why are things so rotten that they stink? so ugly that they
make us sick? why is there confusion, evil, and wrong-doing? I repeat that those
who argue like this are easily answered. For the perfection of things is to be
judged solely from their nature and power; things are not more or less perfect
because they please or offend men’s senses, or because they are useful or harmful
to human nature.

But to those who ask ‘Why didn’t God create all men so that they would
be governed by the command of reason?’ I answer only: ‘Because God had the
material to create all things, from the highest degree of perfection to the lowest’;
or, to put it more accurately, ‘Because the laws of God’s nature have been so
ample that they sufficed for producing all things that can be conceived by an
unlimited intellect’ (as I demonstrated in 16)—that is, producing everything that is
conceivable or possible.

Part 2
The Nature and Origin of the Mind

I now move on to explain things that must necessarily follow from the
essence of God, i.e. the essence of the infinite and eternal thing—not, indeed, all
of them (for I have demonstrated that infinitely many things must follow from it
in infinitely many ways), but only those that can lead us by the hand, as it were, to
the knowledge of the human mind and its highest happiness.
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Definitions

D1: By ‘body’ I understand a mode that in a certain and determinate way expres-
ses God’s essence with God is considered as an extended thing (see corollary to
I.25).

D2: I say that to the ‘essence’ of a thing x belongs anything without which x can
neither exist nor be conceived, and which can neither exist nor be conceived
without x.

D3: By ‘idea’ I understand a concept that a mind forms because it is a thinking
thing.

Explanation: I say ‘concept’ rather than ‘perception’ because the word
‘perception’ seems to indicate that the mind is acted on by the object, whereas
‘concept’ seems to express not the mind’s being acted on but its acting.

D4: By ‘adequate idea’ I understand an idea which, considered in itself and with-
out relation to an object, has all the properties or intrinsic marks of a true idea.

I say ‘intrinsic’ to exclude the idea’s agreement with its object, which is
extrinsic.

D5: Duration is an indefinite continuation of existing.
Explanation: I say ‘indefinite’ because you can’t work out how long a thing

will last from its own nature, or from its efficient cause, because the cause implies
the existence of the thing and not its non-existence.

D6: By ‘reality’ and ‘perfection’ I understand the same thing.

D7: By ‘particular things’ I understand things that are finite and have a determin-
ate [i.e., limited] existence. If a number of individuals work together in one pro-
cess so that together they are all the cause of one effect, I consider them all as
being to that extent one particular thing.

Axioms

A1: The essence of man does not involve necessary existence; whether this or that
man exists or doesn’t exist depends on the order of Nature and not on the man’s
essence.

A2: Men think.

A3: Whenever there is a mental state such as love, desire, or anything else that can
be called an ‘affect’ of the mind, the individual who has it must also have an idea
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of the thing that is loved, desired, etc. But the idea can occur without any other
mental state, and thus without any corresponding affect.

A4: Each of us feels that a certain body is affected in many ways.

A5: We neither feel nor perceive any particular things except bodies and modes of
thinking. See the postulates after 13.

Propositions

1: Thought is an attribute of God; that is, God is a thinking thing.
Particular thoughts are modes that express God’s nature in a certain and

determinate way). Therefore God has an attribute the concept of which is invol-
ved in all particular thoughts, and through which they are conceived. So thought
is one of God’s infinite attributes.

2: Extension is an attribute of God; that is, God is an extended thing. The dem-
onstration of this proceeds in the same way as that of 1.  . . . 

10: The being of substance does not pertain to the essence of man; that is,
substance does not constitute the form of man.

The being of substance involves necessary existence. So if the being of
substance pertained to the essence of man, then . . . man would exist necessarily,
which is absurd.

Note on 10: This proposition also follows from I.5, which says that there
are not two substances of the same nature. Since a number of men can exist, what
constitutes the form of man is not the being of substance. This proposition is also
obvious from the other properties of substance, namely that a substance is by its
nature infinite, immutable, indivisible, and so on.

Corollary: The essence of man is constituted by certain states of God’s
attributes—or, more precisely, certain states of God that fall under, or are special
cases of, God’s attributes. . . . 

11: The first thing that constitutes the actual being of a human mind is nothing
but the idea of a particular thing that actually exists.

Corollary: Any human mind is a part of the infinite intellect of God.
Therefore, when we say that a human mind perceives this or that, we are merely
saying that God has this or that idea; not God-as-infinite, but God-as-explained-
through-the-nature-of-that-human- mind, or God-as-providing-the-essence-of-
that-human-mind. And when we say that this or that idea is had by God-as-
providing-the-nature-of-a-mind-together-with-x (where x is something other than
that mind), then we are saying that that human mind perceives x only partially or
inadequately.
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Note on 11 and corollary: Here, no doubt, you will come to a halt and
think of many things that will give you pause. I ask you to continue with me
slowly, step by step, and to make no judgment on these matters until you have
read through them all.

12: Whatever happens in the object of the idea constituting a human mind must
be perceived by that human mind (which is to say that there must be an idea of
that thing in the mind in question). So if the object of the idea constituting a
human mind is a body, everything that happens in that body must be perceived by
that mind. . . . 

13: The object of the idea constituting a human mind is the corresponding body,
or a certain mode of extension that actually exists, and nothing else.

If the object of your mind were not your body, the ideas of the states of
your body would not be in God-as-constituting-your-mind, but in God-as-
constituting-the mind-of-something-else; that is, the ideas of the states of your
body would not be in your mind; but you do have ideas of the states of your
body. Therefore, the object of the idea that constitutes your human mind is your
body, and it actually exists.
       Corollary: A man consists of a mind and a body, and the human body exists
as we are aware of it.

Note on 13: From these propositions we understand not only that the
human mind is united to the body, but also what that union of mind and body
consists in. But no one will be able to understand this adequately or clearly unless
he first knows enough about the nature of our body. For the things I have shown
up to here have been completely general and apply not only to man but to other
individuals (though all individuals are to some degree alive). Of each thing there
must be an idea in God, of which God is the cause in the same way as God causes
the idea of the human body; so everything I have said so far about the idea of the
human body also holds for the idea of any thing.

Still, we can’t deny that ideas differ among themselves, just as the objects
of ideas do, and that one idea is more excellent and contains more reality than
another idea, just as the object of the former is more excellent and contains more
reality than the object of the latter. And so (I repeat) to determine how the
human mind differs from the others, and how it excels them, we must know the
nature of its object, that is, of the human body. I can’t explain this here, nor do I
need to for the things I want to demonstrate.

But I shall make this general remark: To the extent that a body is more
capable than others of doing many things at once, or of being acted on in many
ways at once, to that extent its mind is more capable than others of perceiving
many things at once. And to the extent that the actions of a body depend more
on itself alone, and less on input from other bodies, to that extent its mind is
more capable of understanding clearly.
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From this we can know the excellence of one mind over the others, and
also see why we have only a completely confused knowledge of our body. . . . 

23: A mind knows itself only through perceiving the ideas of the states of the
corresponding body.  . . . 

26: The only way a human mind perceives any external body as actually existing is
through the ideas of the states of its own body.

Insofar as a human body is affected by an external body in some way, to
that extent the mind in question perceives the external body. But if a human body
is not affected by an external body in any way, then the idea of that human body
—that is, the corresponding human mind—is also not affected in any way by the
idea of that body; which is to say that it does not perceive the existence of that
external body in any way.

Corollary: Insofar as a human mind imagines an external body, it does not
have adequate knowledge of it. . . . 

Concluding Note to Part Two

 . . . [We must] distinguish accurately between an idea or concept of the mind and
the images of things that we imagine, and between ideas and the words by which
we signify things. Many people either completely confuse these three—ideas,
images, and words—or don’t distinguish them accurately enough or carefully
enough; and that has left them completely ignorant of this doctrine concerning
the will. But one needs to know it, both for the sake of philosophical theory and
in order to arrange one’s life wisely.

Indeed, those who think that ideas consist in images that are formed in us
through encounters with external bodies are convinced that the ideas of things of
which we can’t form a similar image are not ideas but only fictions that we make
up through a free choice of the will. They look on ideas, that is, as dumb pictures
on a panel; and being in the grip of this prejudice they don’t see that an idea, just
because it is an idea, involves an affirmation or negation.

And then those who confuse words with ideas, or with the affirmations
that ideas involve, think that they can will something contrary to what they are
aware of, when really they only affirm or deny with words something contrary to
what they are aware of. But you can easily put these prejudices aside if you will
attend to the nature of thought, which doesn’t in any way involve the concept of
extension. You will then understand clearly that an idea (since it is a way of think-
ing) is not to be identified with either an image or a series of words; for the
essence of words and of images is constituted purely by bodily events, which
don’t at all involve the concept of thought.  . . . 
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It remains now to indicate how greatly the knowledge of this doctrine is
to our advantage in life. We shall see this easily from the following four considera-
tions. The doctrine is good for us because:

(1) It teaches that we act only from God’s command, that we share in the
divine nature, and that the more perfect our actions are and the more thoroughly
we understand God the more thoroughly we share in the divine nature. This
doctrine, then, as well as giving us complete peace of mind, also teaches us what
our greatest happiness consists in—namely, in the knowledge of God alone,
which leads us to do only the things that love and morality advise. This shows
clearly how far people stray from the true valuation of virtue when they expect to
be honoured by God with the greatest rewards for their virtue and best actions,
this attitude being the greatest bondage—as if virtue itself and the service of God
were not happiness itself, and the greatest freedom!

(2) It teaches us how we must conduct ourselves concerning matters of
luck, or things that are not in our power—that is, things that don’t follow solely
from our nature, and thus depend at least in part on events external to us. What it
teaches is that we must expect and bear calmly both good luck and bad. For
everything that happens follows from God’s eternal decree with the same neces-
sity as it follows from the essence of a triangle that its three angles are equal to
two right angles.

(3) This doctrine contributes to communal life by teaching us not to hate,
to disesteem, to mock, to be angry at, or to envy anyone, and also by teaching
that each of us should be content with what he has, and should be helpful to his
neighbour, not from soft-hearted compassion or favouritism or superstition, but
from the guidance of reason, as the time and occasion demand.

(4) Finally, this doctrine also contributes greatly to the common society by
teaching how citizens are to be governed and led, not so that they may be slaves,
but so that they may freely do what is best.

That completes what I had decided to treat in this note, and brings Part II
to an end. In it I think I have explained the nature and properties of the human
mind in enough detail, and as clearly as the difficulty of the subject allows, and
that I have set out doctrines from which we can infer many excellent things that
are highly useful and necessary to know. . . . 
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Section 2
Of the Origin of Ideas

 . . . 11. Every one will readily allow, that there is a considerable difference
between the perceptions of the mind, when a man feels the pain of excessive
heat, or the pleasure of moderate warmth, and when he afterwards recalls to his
memory this sensation, or anticipates it by his imagination. These faculties may
mimic or copy the perceptions of the senses; but they never can entirely reach the
force and vivacity of the original sentiment. The utmost we say of them, even
when they operate with greatest vigour, is, that they represent their object in so
lively a manner, that we could almost say we feel or see it: But, except the mind be
disordered by disease or madness, they never can arrive at such a pitch of vivacity,
as to render these perceptions altogether undistinguishable. All the colours of
poetry, however splendid, can never paint natural objects in such a manner as to
make the description be taken for a real landscape. The most lively thought is still
inferior to the dullest sensation.

We may observe a like distinction to run through all the other perceptions
of the mind. A man in a fit of anger, is actuated in a very different manner from
one who only thinks of that emotion. If you tell me, that any person is in love, I
easily understand your meaning, and form a just conception of his situation; but
never can mistake that conception for the real disorders and agitations of the pas-
sion. When we reflect on our past sentiments and affections, our thought is a
faithful mirror, and copies its objects truly; but the colours which it employs are
faint and dull, in comparison of those in which our original perceptions were
clothed. It requires no nice discernment or metaphysical head to mark the distinc-
tion between them.

12. Here therefore we may divide all the perceptions of the mind into two
classes or species, which are distinguished by their different degrees of force and
vivacity. The less forcible and lively are commonly denominated Thoughts or Ideas.
The other species want a name in our language, and in most others; I suppose,
because it was not requisite for any, but philosophical purposes, to rank them
under a general term or appellation. Let us, therefore, use a little freedom, and call
them Impressions; employing that word in a sense somewhat different from the
usual. By the term impression, then, I mean all our more lively perceptions, when
we hear, or see, or feel, or love, or hate, or desire, or will. And impressions are
distinguished from ideas, which are the less lively perceptions, of which we are
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conscious, when we reflect on any of those sensations or movements above
mentioned.

13. Nothing, at first view, may seem more unbounded than the thought of
man, which not only escapes all human power and authority, but is not even
restrained within the limits of nature and reality. To form monsters, and join
incongruous shapes and appearances, costs the imagination no more trouble than
to conceive the most natural and familiar objects. And while the body is confined
to one planet, along which it creeps with pain and difficulty; the thought can in an
instant transport us into the most distant regions of the universe; or even beyond
the universe, into the unbounded chaos, where nature is supposed to lie in total
confusion. What never was seen, or heard of, may yet be conceived; nor is any
thing beyond the power of thought, except what implies an absolute
contradiction.

But though our thought seems to possess this unbounded liberty, we shall
find, upon a nearer examination, that it is really confined within very narrow
limits, and that all this creative power of the mind amounts to no more than the
faculty of compounding, transposing, augmenting, or diminishing the materials
afforded us by the senses and experience. When we think of a golden mountain,
we only join two consistent ideas, gold, and mountain, with which we were formerly
acquainted. A virtuous horse we can conceive; because, from our own feeling, we
can conceive virtue; and this we may unite to the figure and shape of a horse,
which is an animal familiar to us. In short, all the materials of thinking are derived
either from our outward or inward sentiment: the mixture and composition of
these belongs alone to the mind and will. Or, to express myself in philosophical
language, all our ideas or more feeble perceptions are copies of our impressions or
more lively ones.

14. To prove this, the two following arguments will, I hope, be sufficient.
First, when we analyze our thoughts or ideas, however compounded or sublime,
we always find that they resolve themselves into such simple ideas as were copied
from a precedent feeling or sentiment. Even those ideas, which, at first view,
seem the most wide of this origin, are found, upon a nearer scrutiny, to be derived
from it. The idea of God, as meaning an infinitely intelligent, wise, and good
Being, arises from reflecting on the operations of our own mind, and augmenting,
without limit, those qualities of goodness and wisdom. We may prosecute this
enquiry to what length we please; where we shall always find, that every idea
which we examine is copied from a similar impression. Those who would assert
that this position is not universally true nor without exception, have only one, and
that an easy method of refuting it; by producing that idea, which, in their opinion,
is not derived from this source. It will then be incumbent on us, if we would
maintain our doctrine, to produce the impression, or lively perception, which
corresponds to it.

15. Secondly. If it happen, from a defect of the organ, that a man is not
susceptible of any species of sensation, we always find that he is as little suscept-
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ible of the correspondent ideas. A blind man can form no notion of colours; a
deaf man of sounds. Restore either of them that sense in which he is deficient; by
opening this new inlet for his sensations, you also open an inlet for the ideas; and
he finds no difficulty in conceiving these objects. The case is the same, if the
object, proper for exciting any sensation, has never been applied to the organ. A
Laplander or Negro has no notion of the relish of wine. And though there are
few or no instances of a like deficiency in the mind, where a person has never felt
or is wholly incapable of a sentiment or passion that belongs to his species; yet we
find the same observation to take place in a less degree. A man of mild manners
can form no idea of inveterate revenge or cruelty; nor can a selfish heart easily
conceive the heights of friendship and generosity. It is readily allowed, that other
beings may possess many senses of which we can have no conception; because
the ideas of them have never been introduced to us in the only manner by which
an idea can have access to the mind, to wit, by the actual feeling and sensation.

16. There is, however, one contradictory phenomenon, which may prove
that it is not absolutely impossible for ideas to arise, independent of their corres-
pondent impressions. I believe it will readily be allowed, that the several distinct
ideas of colour, which enter by the eye, or those of sound, which are conveyed by
the ear, are really different from each other; though, at the same time, resembling.
Now if this be true of different colours, it must be no less so of the different
shades of the same colour; and each shade produces a distinct idea, independent
of the rest. For if this should be denied, it is possible, by the continual gradation
of shades, to run a colour insensibly into what is most remote from it; and if you
will not allow any of the means to be different, you cannot, without absurdity,
deny the extremes to be the same. Suppose, therefore, a person to have enjoyed
his sight for thirty years, and to have become perfectly acquainted with colours of
all kinds except one particular shade of blue, for instance, which it never has been
his fortune to meet with. Let all the different shades of that colour, except that
single one, be placed before him, descending gradually from the deepest to the
lightest; it is plain that he will perceive a blank, where that shade is wanting, and
will be sensible that there is a greater distance in that place between the contigu-
ous colours than in any other. Now I ask, whether it be possible for him, from his
own imagination, to supply this deficiency, and raise up to himself the idea of that
particular shade, though it had never been conveyed to him by his senses? I
believe there are few but will be of opinion that he can: and this may serve as a
proof that the simple ideas are not always, in every instance, derived from the
correspondent impressions; though this instance is so singular, that it is scarcely
worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our
general maxim.

17. Here, therefore, is a proposition, which not only seems, in itself,
simple and intelligible; but, if a proper use were made of it, might render every
dispute equally intelligible, and banish all that jargon, which has so long taken
possession of metaphysical reasonings, and drawn disgrace upon them. All ideas,
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especially abstract ones, are naturally faint and obscure: the mind has but a slender
hold of them: they are apt to be confounded with other resembling ideas; and
when we have often employed any term, though without a distinct meaning, we
are apt to imagine it has a determinate idea annexed to it. On the contrary, all
impressions, that is, all sensations, either outward or inward, are strong and vivid:
the limits between them are more exactly determined: nor is it easy to fall into any
error or mistake with regard to them. When we entertain, therefore, any suspicion
that a philosophical term is employed without any meaning or idea (as is but too
frequent), we need but enquire, from what impression is that supposed idea derived? And
if it be impossible to assign any, this will serve to confirm our suspicion. By bring-
ing ideas into so clear a light we may reasonably hope to remove all dispute, which
may arise, concerning their nature and reality.

Section 3
Of the Association of Ideas

18. It is evident that there is a principle of connexion between the differ-
ent thoughts or ideas of the mind, and that, in their appearance to the memory or
imagination, they introduce each other with a certain degree of method and regu-
larity. In our more serious thinking or discourse this is so observable that any par-
ticular thought, which breaks in upon the regular tract or chain of ideas, is immed-
iately remarked and rejected. And even in our wildest and most wandering rever-
ies, nay in our very dreams, we shall find, if we reflect, that the imagination ran
not altogether at adventures, but that there was still a connexion upheld among
the different ideas, which succeeded each other. Were the loosest and freest con-
versation to be transcribed, there would immediately be observed something
which connected it in all its transitions. Or where this is wanting, the person who
broke the thread of discourse might still inform you, that there had secretly revol-
ved in his mind a succession of thought, which had gradually led him from the
subject of conversation. Among different languages, even where we cannot sus-
pect the least connexion or communication, it is found, that the words, expressive
of ideas, the most compounded, do yet nearly correspond to each other: a certain
proof that the simple ideas, comprehended in the compound ones, were bound
together by some universal principle, which had an equal influence on all
mankind.

19. Though it be too obvious to escape observation, that different ideas
are connected together; I do not find that any philosopher has attempted to
enumerate or class all the principles of association; a subject, however, that seems
worthy of curiosity. To me, there appear to be only three principles of connexion
among ideas, namely, Resemblance, Contiguity in time or place, and Cause or Effect.

That these principles serve to connect ideas will not, I believe, be much
doubted. A picture naturally leads our thoughts to the original [resemblance]: the
mention7 of one apartment in a building naturally introduces an enquiry or dis-
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course concerning the others [contiguity]: and if we think of a wound, we can
scarcely forbear reflecting on the pain which follows it [cause and effect]. But that
this enumeration is complete, and that there are no other principles of association
except these, may be difficult to prove to the satisfaction of the reader, or even to
a man’s own satisfaction. All we can do, in such cases, is to run over several
instances, and examine carefully the principle which binds the different thoughts
to each other, never stopping till we render the principle as general as possible.
The more instances we examine, and the more care we employ, the more assur-
ance shall we acquire, that the enumeration, which we form from the whole, is
complete and entire.

Section 4
Sceptical Doubts Concerning the Operations

of the Understanding

Part 1
20. All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided

into two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the first kind are the
sciences of Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic; and in short, every affirmation
which is either intuitively or demonstratively certain. That the square of the hypothen-
use is equal to the square of the two sides, is a proposition which expresses a relation
between these figures. That three times five is equal to the half of thirty, expresses a rela-
tion between these numbers. Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the
mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in
the universe. Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths
demonstrated by Euclid would for ever retain their certainty and evidence.

21. Matters of fact, which are the second objects of human reason, are not
ascertained in the same manner; nor is our evidence of their truth, however great,
of a like nature with the foregoing. The contrary of every matter of fact is still
possible; because it can never imply a contradiction, and is conceived by the mind
with the same facility and distinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality. That the
sun will not rise to-morrow is no less intelligible a proposition, and implies no more
contradiction than the affirmation, that it will rise. We should in vain, therefore,
attempt to demonstrate its falsehood. Were it demonstratively false, it would
imply a contradiction, and could never be distinctly conceived by the mind.

It may, therefore, be a subject worthy of curiosity, to enquire what is the
nature of that evidence which assures us of any real existence and matter of fact,
beyond the present testimony of our senses, or the records of our memory. This
part of philosophy, it is observable, has been little cultivated, either by the
ancients or moderns; and therefore our doubts and errors, in the prosecution of
so important an enquiry, may be the more excusable; while we march through
such difficult paths without any guide or direction. They may even prove useful,
by exciting curiosity, and destroying that implicit faith and security, which is the
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bane of all reasoning and free enquiry. The discovery of defects in the common
philosophy, if any such there be, will not, I presume, be a discouragement, but
rather an incitement, as is usual, to attempt something more full and satisfactory
than has yet been proposed to the public.

22. All reasonings concerning matter of fact seem to be founded on the
relation of Cause and Effect. By means of that relation alone we can go beyond the
evidence of our memory and senses. If you were to ask a man, why he believes
any matter of fact, which is absent; for instance, that his friend is in the country,
or in France; he would give you a reason; and this reason would be some other
fact; as a letter received from him, or the knowledge of his former resolutions and
promises. A man finding a watch or any other machine in a desert island, would
conclude that there had once been men in that island. All our reasonings concern-
ing fact are of the same nature. And here it is constantly supposed that there is a
connexion between the present fact and that which is inferred from it. Were there
nothing to bind them together, the inference would be entirely precarious. The
hearing of an articulate voice and rational discourse in the dark assures us of the
presence of some person: Why? because these are the effects of the human make
and fabric, and closely connected with it. If we anatomize all the other reasonings
of this nature, we shall find that they are founded on the relation of cause and
effect, and that this relation is either near or remote, direct or collateral. Heat and
light are collateral effects of fire, and the one effect may justly be inferred from
the other.

23. If we would satisfy ourselves, therefore, concerning the nature of that
evidence, which assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at
the knowledge of cause and effect.

I shall venture to affirm, as a general proposition, which admits of no
exception, that the knowledge of this relation is not, in any instance, attained by
reasonings a priori; but arises entirely from experience, when we find that any
particular objects are constantly conjoined with each other. Let an object be
presented to a man of ever so strong natural reason and abilities; if that object be
entirely new to him, he will not be able, by the most accurate examination of its
sensible qualities, to discover any of its causes or effects. Adam, though his ration-
al faculties be supposed, at the very first, entirely perfect, could not have inferred
from the fluidity and transparency of water that it would suffocate him, or from
the light and warmth of fire that it would consume him. No object ever discovers,
by the qualities which appear to the senses, either the causes which produced it,
or the effects which will arise from it; nor can our reason, unassisted by
experience, ever draw any inference concerning real existence and matter of fact.

24. This proposition, that causes and effects are discoverable, not by reason but by
experience, will readily be admitted with regard to such objects, as we remember to
have once been altogether unknown to us; since we must be conscious of the
utter inability, which we then lay under, of foretelling what would arise from
them. Present two smooth pieces of marble to a man who has no tincture of
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natural philosophy; he will never discover that they will adhere together in such a
manner as to require great force to separate them in a direct line, while they make
so small a resistance to a lateral pressure. Such events, as bear little analogy to the
common course of nature, are also readily confessed to be known only by experi-
ence; nor does any man imagine that the explosion of gunpowder, or the attrac-
tion of a loadstone, could ever be discovered by arguments a priori. In like man-
ner, when an effect is supposed to depend upon an intricate machinery or secret
structure of parts, we make no difficulty in attributing all our knowledge of it to
experience. Who will assert that he can give the ultimate reason, why milk or
bread is proper nourishment for a man, not for a lion or a tiger?

But the same truth may not appear, at first sight, to have the same eviden-
ce with regard to events, which have become familiar to us from our first appear-
ance in the world, which bear a close analogy to the whole course of nature, and
which are supposed to depend on the simple qualities of objects, without any
secret structure of parts. We are apt to imagine that we could discover these ef-
fects by the mere operation of our reason, without experience. We fancy, that
were we brought on a sudden into this world, we could at first have inferred that
one billiard-ball would communicate motion to another upon impulse; and that
we needed not to have waited for the event, in order to pronounce with certainty
concerning it. Such is the influence of custom, that, where it is strongest, it not
only covers our natural ignorance, but even conceals itself, and seems not to take
place, merely because it is found in the highest degree.

25. But to convince us that all the laws of nature, and all the operations of
bodies without exception, are known only by experience, the following reflections
may, perhaps, suffice. Were any object presented to us, and were we required to
pronounce concerning the effect, which will result from it, without consulting
past observation; after what manner, I beseech you, must the mind proceed in
this operation? It must invent or imagine some event, which it ascribes to the
object as its effect; and it is plain that this invention must be entirely arbitrary.
The mind can never possibly find the effect in the supposed cause, by the most
accurate scrutiny and examination. For the effect is totally different from the
cause, and consequently can never be discovered in it. Motion in the second
billiard-ball is a quite distinct event from motion in the first; nor is there anything
in the one to suggest the smallest hint of the other. A stone or piece of metal
raised into the air, and left without any support, immediately falls: but to consider
the matter a priori, is there anything we discover in this situation which can beget
the idea of a downward, rather than an upward, or any other motion, in the stone
or metal?

As the first imagination or invention of a particular effect, in all natural
operations, is arbitrary, where we consult not experience; so must we also esteem
the supposed tie or connexion between the cause and effect, which binds them
together, and renders it impossible that any other effect could result from the
operation of that cause. When I see, for instance, a billiard-ball moving in a
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straight line towards another; even suppose motion in the second ball should by
accident be suggested to me, as the result of their contact or impulse; may I not
conceive, that a hundred different events might as well follow from that cause?
May not both these balls remain at absolute rest? May not the first ball return in a
straight line, or leap off from the second in any line or direction? All these suppo-
sitions are consistent and conceivable. Why then should we give the preference to
one, which is no more consistent or conceivable than the rest? All our reasonings
a priori will never be able to show us any foundation for this preference.

In a word, then, every effect is a distinct event from its cause. It could not,
therefore, be discovered in the cause, and the first invention or conception of it, a
priori, must be entirely arbitrary. And even after it is suggested, the conjunction of
it with the cause must appear equally arbitrary; since there are always many other
effects, which, to reason, must seem fully as consistent and natural. In vain, there-
fore, should we pretend to determine any single event, or infer any cause or
effect, without the assistance of observation and experience.

26. Hence we may discover the reason why no philosopher, who is ration-
al and modest, has ever pretended to assign the ultimate cause of any natural
operation, or to show distinctly the action of that power, which produces any
single effect in the universe. It is confessed, that the utmost effort of human
reason is to reduce the principles, productive of natural phenomena, to a greater
simplicity, and to resolve the many particular effects into a few general causes, by
means of reasonings from analogy, experience, and observation. But as to the
causes of these general causes, we should in vain attempt their discovery; nor shall
we ever be able to satisfy ourselves, by any particular explication of them. These
ultimate springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and
enquiry. Elasticity, gravity, cohesion of parts, communication of motion by
impulse; these are probably the ultimate causes and principles which we shall ever
discover in nature; and we may esteem ourselves sufficiently happy, if, by accurate
enquiry and reasoning, we can trace up the particular phenomena to, or near to,
these general principles. The most perfect philosophy of the natural kind only
staves off our ignorance a little longer: as perhaps the most perfect philosophy of
the moral or metaphysical kind serves only to discover larger portions of it. Thus
the observation of human blindness and weakness is the result of all philosophy,
and meets us at every turn, in spite of our endeavours to elude or avoid it. . . . 

Part 2
28. But we have not yet attained any tolerable satisfaction with regard to

the question first proposed. Each solution still gives rise to a new question as dif-
ficult as the foregoing, and leads us on to farther enquiries. When it is asked, What
is the nature of all our reasonings concerning matter of fact? the proper answer seems to be,
that they are founded on the relation of cause and effect. When again it is asked,
What is the foundation of all our reasonings and conclusions concerning that relation? it may be
replied in one word, Experience. But if we still carry on our sifting humour, and
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ask, What is the foundation of all conclusions from experience? this implies a new question,
which may be of more difficult solution and explication. Philosophers, that give
themselves airs of superior wisdom and sufficiency, have a hard task when they
encounter persons of inquisitive dispositions, who push them from every corner
to which they retreat, and who are sure at last to bring them to some dangerous
dilemma. The best expedient to prevent this confusion, is to be modest in our
pretensions; and even to discover the difficulty ourselves before it is objected to
us. By this means, we may make a kind of merit of our very ignorance.

I shall content myself, in this section, with an easy task, and shall pretend
only to give a negative answer to the question here proposed. I say then, that,
even after we have experience of the operations of cause and effect, our conclu-
sions from that experience are not founded on reasoning, or any process of the
understanding. This answer we must endeavour both to explain and to defend.

29. It must certainly be allowed, that nature has kept us at a great distance
from all her secrets, and has afforded us only the knowledge of a few superficial
qualities of objects; while she conceals from us those powers and principles on
which the influence of those objects entirely depends. Our senses inform us of
the colour, weight, and consistence of bread; but neither sense nor reason can
ever inform us of those qualities which fit it for the nourishment and support of a
human body. Sight or feeling conveys an idea of the actual motion of bodies; but
as to that wonderful force or power, which would carry on a moving body for
ever in a continued change of place, and which bodies never lose but by commu-
nicating it to others; of this we cannot form the most distant conception. But
notwithstanding this ignorance of natural powers and principles, we always pre-
sume, when we see like sensible qualities, that they have like secret powers, and
expect that effects, similar to those which we have experienced, will follow from
them. If a body of like colour and consistence with that bread, which we have
formerly eat, be presented to us, we make no scruple of repeating the experiment,
and foresee, with certainty, like nourishment and support.

Now this is a process of the mind or thought, of which I would willingly
know the foundation. It is allowed on all hands that there is no known connexion
between the sensible qualities and the secret powers; and consequently, that the
mind is not led to form such a conclusion concerning their constant and regular
conjunction, by anything which it knows of their nature. As to past Experience, it
can be allowed to give direct and certain information of those precise objects only,
and that precise period of time, which fell under its cognizance: but why this
experience should be extended to future times, and to other objects, which for
aught we know, may be only in appearance similar; this is the main question on
which I would insist. The bread, which I formerly eat, nourished me; that is, a
body of such sensible qualities was, at that time, endued with such secret powers:
but does it follow, that other bread must also nourish me at another time, and
that like sensible qualities must always be attended with like secret powers?
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The consequence seems nowise necessary. At least, it must be acknowled-
ged that there is here a consequence drawn by the mind; that there is a certain
step taken; a process of thought, and an inference, which wants to be explained.
These two propositions are far from being the same, I have found that such an object
has always been attended with such an effect, and I foresee, that other objects, which are, in
appearance, similar, will be attended with similar effects. I shall allow, if you please, that
the one proposition may justly be inferred from the other: I know, in fact, that it
always is inferred. But if you insist that the inference is made by a chain of reason-
ing, I desire you to produce that reasoning. The connexion between these propo-
sitions is not intuitive. There is required a medium, which may enable the mind to
draw such an inference, if indeed it be drawn by reasoning and argument. What
that medium is, I must confess, passes my comprehension; and it is incumbent on
those to produce it, who assert that it really exists, and is the origin of all our
conclusions concerning matter of fact.

30. This negative argument must certainly, in process of time, become
altogether convincing, if many penetrating and able philosophers shall turn their
enquiries this way and no one be ever able to discover any connecting proposition
or intermediate step, which supports the understanding in this conclusion. But as
the question is yet new, every reader may not trust so far to his own penetration,
as to conclude, because an argument escapes his enquiry, that therefore it does
not really exist. For this reason it may be requisite to venture upon a more diffi-
cult task; and enumerating all the branches of human knowledge, endeavour to
show that none of them can afford such an argument.

All reasonings may be divided into two kinds, namely, demonstrative rea-
soning, or that concerning relations of ideas, and moral reasoning, or that concer-
ning matter of fact and existence. That there are no demonstrative arguments in
the case seems evident; since it implies no contradiction that the course of nature
may change, and that an object, seemingly like those which we have experienced,
may be attended with different or contrary effects. May I not clearly and distinctly
conceive that a body, falling from the clouds, and which, in all other respects,
resembles snow, has yet the taste of salt or feeling of fire? Is there any more intell-
igible proposition than to affirm, that all the trees will flourish in December and
January, and decay in May and June? Now whatever is intelligible, and can be dis-
tinctly conceived, implies no contradiction, and can never be proved false by any
demonstrative argument or abstract reasoning a priori.

If we be, therefore, engaged by arguments to put trust in past experience,
and make it the standard of our future judgement, these arguments must be prob-
able only, or such as regard matter of fact and real existence, according to the
division above mentioned. But that there is no argument of this kind, must
appear, if our explication of that species of reasoning be admitted as solid and
satisfactory. We have said that all arguments concerning existence are founded on
the relation of cause and effect; that our knowledge of that relation is derived
entirely from experience; and that all our experimental conclusions proceed upon
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the supposition that the future will be conformable to the past. To endeavour,
therefore, the proof of this last supposition by probable arguments, or arguments
regarding existence, must be evidently going in a circle, and taking that for gran-
ted, which is the very point in question.

31. In reality, all arguments from experience are founded on the similarity
which we discover among natural objects, and by which we are induced to expect
effects similar to those which we have found to follow from such objects. And
though none but a fool or madman will ever pretend to dispute the authority of
experience, or to reject that great guide of human life, it may surely be allowed a
philosopher to have so much curiosity at least as to examine the principle of
human nature, which gives this mighty authority to experience, and makes us draw
advantage from that similarity which nature has placed among different objects.
From causes which appear similar we expect similar effects. This is the sum of all
our experimental conclusions.

Now it seems evident that, if this conclusion were formed by reason, it
would be as perfect at first, and upon one instance, as after ever so long a course
of experience. But the case is far otherwise. Nothing so like as eggs; yet no one,
on account of this appearing similarity, expects the same taste and relish in all of
them. It is only after a long course of uniform experiments in any kind, that we
attain a firm reliance and security with regard to a particular event. Now where is
that process of reasoning which, from one instance, draws a conclusion, so differ-
ent from that which it infers from a hundred instances that are nowise different
from that single one? This question I propose as much for the sake of informa-
tion, as with an intention of raising difficulties. I cannot find, I cannot imagine any
such reasoning. But I keep my mind still open to instruction, if any one will
vouchsafe to bestow it on me.

32. Should it be said that, from a number of uniform experiments, we infer
a connexion between the sensible qualities and the secret powers; this, I must
confess, seems the same difficulty, couched in different terms. The question still
recurs, on what process of argument this inference is founded? Where is the medi-
um, the interposing ideas, which join propositions so very wide of each other? It
is confessed that the colour, consistence, and other sensible qualities of bread
appear not, of themselves, to have any connexion with the secret powers of
nourishment and support. For otherwise we could infer these secret powers from
the first appearance of these sensible qualities, without the aid of experience;
contrary to the sentiment of all philosophers, and contrary to plain matter of fact.
Here, then, is our natural state of ignorance with regard to the powers and influ-
ence of all objects. How is this remedied by experience? It only shows us a num-
ber of uniform effects, resulting from certain objects, and teaches us that those
particular objects, at that particular time, were endowed with such powers and
forces. When a new object, endowed with similar sensible qualities, is produced,
we expect similar powers and forces, and look for a like effect. From a body of
like colour and consistence with bread we expect like nourishment and support.
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But this surely is a step or progress of the mind, which wants to be
explained. When a man says, I have found, in all past instances, such sensible qualities con-
joined with such secret powers: And when he says, Similar sensible qualities will always be
conjoined with similar secret powers, he is not guilty of a tautology, nor are these propo-
sitions in any respect the same. You say that the one proposition is an inference
from the other. But you must confess that the inference is not intuitive; neither is
it demonstrative: Of what nature is it, then? To say it is experimental, is begging
the question. For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that
the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with
similar sensible qualities. If there be any suspicion that the course of nature may
change, and that the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes
useless, and can give rise to no inference or conclusion. It is impossible, therefore,
that any arguments from experience can prove this resemblance of the past to the
future; since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of that resemb-
lance. Let the course of things be allowed hitherto ever so regular; that alone,
without some new argument or inference, proves not that, for the future, it will
continue so.

In vain do you pretend to have learned the nature of bodies from your
past experience. Their secret nature, and consequently all their effects and influen-
ce, may change, without any change in their sensible qualities. This happens some-
times, and with regard to some objects: Why may it not happen always, and with
regard to all objects? What logic, what process of argument secures you against
this supposition? My practice, you say, refutes my doubts. But you mistake the
purport of my question. As an agent, I am quite satisfied in the point; but as a
philosopher, who has some share of curiosity, I will not say scepticism, I want to
learn the foundation of this inference. No reading, no enquiry has yet been able to
remove my difficulty, or give me satisfaction in a matter of such importance. Can
I do better than propose the difficulty to the public, even though, perhaps, I have
small hopes of obtaining a solution? We shall at least, by this means, be sensible
of our ignorance, if we do not augment our knowledge.

33. I must confess that a man is guilty of unpardonable arrogance who
concludes, because an argument has escaped his own investigation, that therefore
it does not really exist. I must also confess that, though all the learned, for several
ages, should have employed themselves in fruitless search upon any subject, it may
still, perhaps, be rash to conclude positively that the subject must, therefore, pass
all human comprehension. Even though we examine all the sources of our know-
ledge, and conclude them unfit for such a subject, there may still remain a suspi-
cion, that the enumeration is not complete, or the examination not accurate. But
with regard to the present subject, there are some considerations which seem to
remove all this accusation of arrogance or suspicion of mistake.

It is certain that the most ignorant and stupid peasants—nay infants, nay
even brute beasts—improve by experience, and learn the qualities of natural
objects, by observing the effects which result from them. When a child has felt
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the sensation of pain from touching the flame of a candle, he will be careful not
to put his hand near any candle; but will expect a similar effect from a cause
which is similar in its sensible qualities and appearance. If you assert, therefore,
that the understanding of the child is led into this conclusion by any process of
argument or ratiocination, I may justly require you to produce that argument; nor
have you any pretence to refuse so equitable a demand. You cannot say that the
argument is abstruse, and may possibly escape your enquiry; since you confess
that it is obvious to the capacity of a mere infant. If you hesitate, therefore, a mo-
ment, or if, after reflection, you produce any intricate or profound argument, you,
in a manner, give up the question, and confess that it is not reasoning which
engages us to suppose the past resembling the future, and to expect similar effects
from causes which are, to appearance, similar.

This is the proposition which I intended to enforce in the present section.
If I be right, I pretend not to have made any mighty discovery. And if I be wrong,
I must acknowledge myself to be indeed a very backward scholar; since I cannot
now discover an argument which, it seems, was perfectly familiar to me long
before I was out of my cradle.

Section 5
Sceptical Solution of these Doubts

Part 1
 . . . 35. Suppose a person, though endowed with the strongest faculties of

reason and reflection, to be brought on a sudden into this world; he would,
indeed, immediately observe a continual succession of objects, and one event fol-
lowing another; but he would not be able to discover anything farther. He would
not, at first, by any reasoning, be able to reach the idea of cause and effect; since
the particular powers, by which all natural operations are performed, never appear
to the senses; nor is it reasonable to conclude, merely because one event, in one
instance, precedes another, that therefore the one is the cause, the other the
effect. Their conjunction may be arbitrary and casual. There may be no reason to
infer the existence of one from the appearance of the other. And in a word, such
a person, without more experience, could never employ his conjecture or reason-
ing concerning any matter of fact, or be assured of anything beyond what was
immediately present to his memory and senses.

Suppose, again, that he has acquired more experience, and has lived so
long in the world as to have observed familiar objects or events to be constantly
conjoined together; what is the consequence of this experience? He immediately
infers the existence of one object from the appearance of the other. Yet he has
not, by all his experience, acquired any idea or knowledge of the secret power by
which the one object produces the other; nor is it, by any process of reasoning,
he is engaged to draw this inference. But still he finds himself determined to draw
it: And though he should be convinced that his understanding has no part in the
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operation, he would nevertheless continue in the same course of thinking. There
is some other principle which determines him to form such a conclusion.

36. This principle is Custom or Habit. For wherever the repetition of any
particular act or operation produces a propensity to renew the same act or opera-
tion, without being impelled by any reasoning or process of the understanding, we
always say, that this propensity is the effect of Custom. By employing that word,
we pretend not to have given the ultimate reason of such a propensity. We only
point out a principle of human nature, which is universally acknowledged, and
which is well known by its effects. Perhaps we can push our enquiries no farther,
or pretend to give the cause of this cause; but must rest contented with it as the
ultimate principle, which we can assign, of all our conclusions from experience. It
is sufficient satisfaction, that we can go so far, without repining at the narrowness
of our faculties because they will carry us no farther.

And it is certain we here advance a very intelligible proposition at least, if
not a true one, when we assert that, after the constant conjunction of two objects
—heat and flame, for instance, weight and solidity—we are determined by custom
alone to expect the one from the appearance of the other. This hypothesis seems
even the only one which explains the difficulty, why we draw, from a thousand
instances, an inference which we are not able to draw from one instance, that is,
in no respect, different from them. Reason is incapable of any such variation. The
conclusions which it draws from considering one circle are the same which it
would form upon surveying all the circles in the universe. But no man, having
seen only one body move after being impelled by another, could infer that every
other body will move after a like impulse. All inferences from experience, there-
fore, are effects of custom, not of reasoning. . . . 

Custom, then, is the great guide of human life. It is that principle alone
which renders our experience useful to us, and makes us expect, for the future, a
similar train of events with those which have appeared in the past.

Without the influence of custom, we should be entirely ignorant of every
matter of fact beyond what is immediately present to the memory and senses. We
should never know how to adjust means to ends, or to employ our natural powers
in the production of any effect. There would be an end at once of all action, as
well as of the chief part of speculation. . . . 

38. What, then, is the conclusion of the whole matter? A simple one;
though, it must be confessed, pretty remote from the common theories of philos-
ophy. All belief of matter of fact or real existence is derived merely from some
object, present to the memory or senses, and a customary conjunction between
that and some other object. Or in other words; having found, in many instances,
that any two kinds of objects—flame and heat, snow and cold—have always been
conjoined together; if flame or snow be presented anew to the senses, the mind is
carried by custom to expect heat or cold, and to believe that such a quality does
exist, and will discover itself upon a nearer approach. This belief is the necessary
result of placing the mind in such circumstances. It is an operation of the soul,
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when we are so situated, as unavoidable as to feel the passion of love, when we
receive benefits; or hatred, when we meet with injuries. All these operations are a
species of natural instincts, which no reasoning or process of the thought and
understanding is able either to produce or to prevent. . . . 

This transition of thought from the cause to the effect proceeds not from
reason. It derives its origin altogether from custom and experience. And as it first
begins from an object, present to the senses, it renders the idea or conception of
flame more strong and lively than any loose, floating reverie of the imagination.
That idea arises immediately. The thought moves instantly towards it, and conveys
to it all that force of conception, which is derived from the impression present to
the senses. When a sword is levelled at my breast, does not the idea of wound and
pain strike me more strongly, than when a glass of wine is presented to me, even
though by accident this idea should occur after the appearance of the latter
object?

But what is there in this whole matter to cause such a strong conception,
except only a present object and a customary transition to the idea of another
object, which we have been accustomed to conjoin with the former? This is the
whole operation of the mind, in all our conclusions concerning matter of fact and
existence; and it is a satisfaction to find some analogies, by which it may be
explained. The transition from a present object does in all cases give strength and
solidity to the related idea.

Section 8
Of Liberty and Necessity

Part 1
 . . . In the long disputed question concerning liberty and necessity . . . we

shall find, that all mankind, both learned and ignorant, have always been of the
same opinion with regard to this subject, and that a few intelligible definitions
would immediately have put an end to the whole controversy. I own that this
dispute has been so much canvassed on all hands, and has led philosophers into
such a labyrinth of obscure sophistry, that it is no wonder, if a sensible reader
indulge his ease so far as to turn a deaf ear to the proposal of such a question,
from which he can expect neither instruction or entertainment. But the state of
the argument here proposed may, perhaps, serve to renew his attention; as it has
more novelty, promises at least some decision of the controversy, and will not
much disturb his ease by any intricate or obscure reasoning.

I hope, therefore, to make it appear that all men have ever agreed in the
doctrine both of necessity and of liberty, according to any reasonable sense,
which can be put on these terms; and that the whole controversy has hitherto
turned merely upon words. We shall begin with examining the doctrine of
necessity.
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64. It is universally allowed that matter, in all its operations, is actuated by
a necessary force, and that every natural effect is so precisely determined by the
energy of its cause that no other effect, in such particular circumstances, could
possibly have resulted from it. The degree and direction of every motion is, by the
laws of nature, prescribed with such exactness that a living creature may as soon
arise from the shock of two bodies as motion in any other degree or direction
than what is actually produced by it. Would we, therefore, form a just and precise
idea of necessity, we must consider whence that idea arises when we apply it to the
operation of bodies.

It seems evident that, if all the scenes of nature were continually shifted in
such a manner that no two events bore any resemblance to each other, but every
object was entirely new, without any similitude to whatever had been seen before,
we should never, in that case, have attained the least idea of necessity, or of a con-
nexion among these objects. We might say, upon such a supposition, that one
object or event has followed another; not that one was produced by the other.
The relation of cause and effect must be utterly unknown to mankind. Inference
and reasoning concerning the operations of nature would, from that moment, be
at an end; and the memory and senses remain the only canals, by which the
knowledge of any real existence could possibly have access to the mind.

Our idea, therefore, of necessity and causation arises entirely from the uni-
formity observable in the operations of nature, where similar objects are cons-
tantly conjoined together, and the mind is determined by custom to infer the one
from the appearance of the other. These two circumstances form the whole of
that necessity, which we ascribe to matter. Beyond the constant conjunction of simi-
lar objects, and the consequent inference from one to the other, we have no notion
of any necessity or connexion.

If it appear, therefore, that all mankind have ever allowed, without any
doubt or hesitation, that these two circumstances take place in the voluntary
actions of men, and in the operations of mind; it must follow, that all mankind
have ever agreed in the doctrine of necessity, and that they have hitherto dispu-
ted, merely for not understanding each other.

65. As to the first circumstance, the constant and regular conjunction of
similar events, we may possibly satisfy ourselves by the following considerations.
It is universally acknowledged that there is a great uniformity among the actions
of men, in all nations and ages, and that human nature remains still the same, in
its principles and operations. The same motives always produce the same actions.
The same events follow from the same causes. Ambition, avarice, self-love, vanity,
friendship, generosity, public spirit: these passions, mixed in various degrees, and
distributed through society, have been, from the beginning of the world, and still
are, the source of all the actions and enterprises, which have ever been observed
among mankind. . . . 

69. Thus it appears, not only that the conjunction between motives and
voluntary actions is as regular and uniform as that between the cause and effect in
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any part of nature; but also that this regular conjunction has been universally
acknowledged among mankind, and has never been the subject of dispute, either
in philosophy or common life. . . . 

73. But to proceed in this reconciling project with regard to the question
of liberty and necessity; the most contentious question of metaphysics, the most
contentious science; it will not require many words to prove, that all mankind
have ever agreed in the doctrine of liberty as well as in that of necessity, and that
the whole dispute, in this respect also, has been hitherto merely verbal. For what
is meant by liberty, when applied to voluntary actions? We cannot surely mean
that actions have so little connexion with motives, inclinations, and circumstances,
that one does not follow with a certain degree of uniformity from the other, and
that one affords no inference by which we can conclude the existence of the
other. For these are plain and acknowledged matters of fact. By liberty, then, we
can only mean a power of acting or not acting, according to the determinations of the will; that
is, if we choose to remain at rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may.
Now this hypothetical liberty is universally allowed to belong to every one who is
not a prisoner and in chains. Here, then, is no subject of dispute. . . . 

Part 2
 . . . 76. All laws being founded on rewards and punishments, it is suppos-

ed as a fundamental principle, that these motives have a regular and uniform influ-
ence on the mind, and both produce the good and prevent the evil actions. We
may give to this influence what name we please; but, as it is usually conjoined with
the action, it must be esteemed a cause, and be looked upon as an instance of that
necessity, which we would here establish.

The only proper object of hatred or vengeance is a person or creature,
endowed with thought and consciousness; and when any criminal or injurious
actions excite that passion, it is only by their relation to the person, or connexion
with him. Actions are, by their very nature, temporary and perishing; and where
they proceed not from some cause in the character and disposition of the person
who performed them, they can neither redound to his honour, if good; nor
infamy, if evil. The actions themselves may be blameable; they may be contrary to
all the rules of morality and religion: But the person is not answerable for them;
and as they proceeded from nothing in him that is durable and constant, and leave
nothing of that nature behind them, it is impossible he can, upon their account,
become the object of punishment or vengeance. According to the principle,
therefore, which denies necessity, and consequently causes, a man is as pure and
untainted, after having committed the most horrid crime, as at the first moment
of his birth, nor is his character anywise concerned in his actions, since they are
not derived from it, and the wickedness of the one can never be used as a proof
of the depravity of the other.

Men are not blamed for such actions as they perform ignorantly and casu-
ally, whatever may be the consequences. Why? but because the principles of these
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actions are only momentary, and terminate in them alone. Men are less blamed
for such actions as they perform hastily and unpremeditately than for such as
proceed from deliberation. For what reason? but because a hasty temper, though
a constant cause or principle in the mind, operates only by intervals, and infects
not the whole character. Again, repentance wipes off every crime, if attended with
a reformation of life and manners. How is this to be accounted for? but by asser-
ting that actions render a person criminal merely as they are proofs of criminal
principles in the mind; and when, by an alteration of these principles, they cease
to be just proofs, they likewise cease to be criminal. But, except upon the doctrine
of necessity, they never were just proofs, and consequently never were criminal.

77. It will be equally easy to prove, and from the same arguments, that
liberty, according to that definition above mentioned, in which all men agree, is
also essential to morality, and that no human actions, where it is wanting, are
susceptible of any moral qualities, or can be the objects either of approbation or
dislike. For as actions are objects of our moral sentiment, so far only as they are
indications of the internal character, passions, and affections; it is impossible that
they can give rise either to praise or blame, where they proceed not from these
principles, but are derived altogether from external violence.  . . . 

Section 10
Of Miracles

Part 1
87. Though experience be our only guide in reasoning concerning matters

of fact; it must be acknowledged, that this guide is not altogether infallible, but in
some cases is apt to lead us into errors. One, who in our climate, should expect
better weather in any week of June than in one of December, would reason justly,
and conformably to experience; but it is certain, that he may happen, in the event,
to find himself mistaken. However, we may observe, that, in such a case, he would
have no cause to complain of experience; because it commonly informs us
beforehand of the uncertainty, by that contrariety of events, which we may learn
from a diligent observation. All effects follow not with like certainty from their
supposed causes. Some events are found, in all countries and all ages, to have
been constantly conjoined together: Others are found to have been more variable,
and sometimes to disappoint our expectations; so that, in our reasonings concer-
ning matter of fact, there are all imaginable degrees of assurance, from the highest
certainty to the lowest species of moral evidence.

A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence. In such
conclusions as are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with
the last degree of assurance, and regards his past experience as a full proof of the
future existence of that event. In other cases, he proceeds with more caution: He
weighs the opposite experiments: He considers which side is supported by the
greater number of experiments: to that side he inclines, with doubt and hesitation;
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and when at last he fixes his judgement, the evidence exceeds not what we prop-
erly call probability. All probability, then, supposes an opposition of experiments
and observations, where the one side is found to overbalance the other, and to
produce a degree of evidence, proportioned to the superiority. A hundred instan-
ces or experiments on one side, and fifty on another, afford a doubtful expecta-
tion of any event; though a hundred uniform experiments, with only one that is
contradictory, reasonably beget a pretty strong degree of assurance. In all cases,
we must balance the opposite experiments, where they are opposite, and deduct
the smaller number from the greater, in order to know the exact force of the
superior evidence.

88. To apply these principles to a particular instance; we may observe, that
there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even necessary
to human life, than that which is derived from the testimony of men, and the
reports of eye-witnesses and spectators. This species of reasoning, perhaps, one
may deny to be founded on the relation of cause and effect. I shall not dispute
about a word. It will be sufficient to observe that our assurance in any argument
of this kind is derived from no other principle than our observation of the verac-
ity of human testimony, and of the usual conformity of facts to the reports of
witnesses. It being a general maxim, that no objects have any discoverable con-
nexion together, and that all the inferences, which we can draw from one to
another, are founded merely on our experience of their constant and regular con-
junction; it is evident, that we ought not to make an exception to this maxim in
favour of human testimony, whose connexion with any event seems, in itself, as
little necessary as any other. Were not the memory tenacious to a certain degree,
had not men commonly an inclination to truth and a principle of probity; were
they not sensible to shame, when detected in a falsehood: Were not these, I say,
discovered by experience to be qualities, inherent in human nature, we should
never repose the least confidence in human testimony. A man delirious, or noted
for falsehood and villany, has no manner of authority with us.

And as the evidence, derived from witnesses and human testimony, is
founded on past experience, so it varies with the experience, and is regarded
either as a proof or a probability, according as the conjunction between any particular
kind of report and any kind of object has been found to be constant or variable.
There are a number of circumstances to be taken into consideration in all judge-
ments of this kind; and the ultimate standard, by which we determine all disputes,
that may arise concerning them, is always derived from experience and observa-
tion. Where this experience is not entirely uniform on any side, it is attended with
an unavoidable contrariety in our judgements, and with the same opposition and
mutual destruction of argument as in every other kind of evidence. We frequently
hesitate concerning the reports of others. We balance the opposite circumstances,
which cause any doubt or uncertainty; and when we discover a superiority on any
side, we incline to it; but still with a diminution of assurance, in proportion to the
force of its antagonist.
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89. This contrariety of evidence, in the present case, may be derived from
several different causes; from the opposition of contrary testimony; from the
character or number of the witnesses; from the manner of their delivering their
testimony; or from the union of all these circumstances. We entertain a suspicion
concerning any matter of fact, when the witnesses contradict each other; when
they are but few, or of a doubtful character; when they have an interest in what
they affirm; when they deliver their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary,
with too violent asseverations. There are many other particulars of the same kind,
which may diminish or destroy the force of any argument, derived from human
testimony.

Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavours to
establish, partakes of the extraordinary and the marvellous; in that case, the evi-
dence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or less, in
proportion as the fact is more or less unusual. The reason why we place any credit
in witnesses and historians, is not derived from any connexion, which we perceive a
priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a
conformity between them. But when the fact attested is such a one as has seldom
fallen under our observation, here is a contest of two opposite experiences; of
which the one destroys the other, as far as its force goes, and the superior can
only operate on the mind by the force, which remains. The very same principle of
experience, which gives us a certain degree of assurance in the testimony of wit-
nesses, gives us also, in this case, another degree of assurance against the fact,
which they endeavour to establish; from which contradition there necessarily
arises a counterpoize, and mutual destruction of belief and authority.

I should not believe such a story were it told me by Cato, was a proverbial saying in
Rome, even during the lifetime of that philosophical patriot. The incredibility of a
fact, it was allowed, might invalidate so great an authority. The Indian prince, who
refused to believe the first relations concerning the effects of frost, reasoned just-
ly; and it naturally required very strong testimony to engage his assent to facts,
that arose from a state of nature, with which he was unacquainted, and which
bore so little analogy to those events, of which he had had constant and uniform
experience. Though they were not contrary to his experience, they were not con-
formable to it.

90. But in order to encrease the probability against the testimony of wit-
nesses, let us suppose, that the fact, which they affirm, instead of being only mar-
vellous, is really miraculous; and suppose also, that the testimony considered apart
and in itself, amounts to an entire proof; in that case, there is proof against proof,
of which the strongest must prevail, but still with a diminution of its force, in
proportion to that of its antagonist.

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable
experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very
nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be
imagined. Why is it more than probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot,
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of itself, remain suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and is extinguish-
ed by water; unless it be, that these events are found agreeable to the laws of
nature, and there is required a violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle
to prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the common
course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die
on a sudden: because such a kind of death, though more unusual than any other,
has yet been frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle, that a dead man
should come to life; because that has never been observed in any age or country.
There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event,
otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. And as a uniform experien-
ce amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the
fact, against the existence of any miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed, or
the miracle rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is superior.

91. The plain consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our
attention), ‘That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testi-
mony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than the
fact, which it endeavours to establish; and even in that case there is a mutual
destruction of arguments, and the superior only gives us an assurance suitable to
that degree of force, which remains, after deducting the inferior.’ When anyone
tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately consider with
myself, whether it be more probable, that this person should either deceive or be
deceived, or that the fact, which he relates, should really have happened. I weigh
the one miracle against the other; and according to the superiority, which I dis-
cover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject the greater miracle. If the false-
hood of his testimony would be more miraculous, than the event which he relates;
then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my belief or opinion.

Part 2
92. In the foregoing reasoning we have supposed, that the testimony,

upon which a miracle is founded, may possibly amount to an entire proof, and
that the falsehood of that testimony would be a real prodigy: But it is easy to
shew, that we have been a great deal too liberal in our concession, and that there
never was a miraculous event established on so full an evidence.

For first, there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a
sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, education, and learn-
ing, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity,
as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others; of such
credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in case
of their being detected in any falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts per-
formed in such a public manner and in so celebrated a part of the world, as to
render the detection unavoidable: All which circumstances are requisite to give us
a full assurance in the testimony of men.
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93. Secondly. We may observe in human nature a principle which, if strictly
examined, will be found to diminish extremely the assurance, which we might,
from human testimony, have, in any kind of prodigy. The maxim, by which we
commonly conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the objects, of which we
have no experience, resembles those, of which we have; that what we have found
to be most usual is always most probable; and that where there is an opposition of
arguments, we ought to give the preference to such as are founded on the greatest
number of past observations.

But though, in proceeding by this rule, we readily reject any fact which is
unusual and incredible in an ordinary degree; yet in advancing farther, the mind
observes not always the same rule; but when anything is affirmed utterly absurd
and miraculous, it rather the more readily admits of such a fact, upon account of
that very circumstance, which ought to destroy all its authority. The passion of
surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a
sensible tendency towards the belief of those events, from which it is derived.
And this goes so far, that even those who cannot enjoy this pleasure immediately,
nor can believe those miraculous events, of which they are informed, yet love to
partake of the satisfaction at second-hand or by rebound, and place a pride and
delight in exciting the admiration of others.

With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travellers received,
their descriptions of sea and land monsters, their relations of wonderful adven-
tures, strange men, and uncouth manners? But if the spirit of religion join itself to
the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense; and human testimony, in
these circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority. A religionist may be an
enthusiast, and imagine he sees what has no reality: he may know his narrative to
be false, and yet persevere in it, with the best intentions in the world, for the sake
of promoting so holy a cause: or even where this delusion has not place, vanity,
excited by so strong a temptation, operates on him more powerfully than on the
rest of mankind in any other circumstances; and self-interest with equal force. His
auditors may not have, and commonly have not, sufficient judgement to canvass
his evidence: what judgement they have, they renounce by principle, in these sub-
lime and mysterious subjects: or if they were ever so willing to employ it, passion
and a heated imagination disturb the regularity of its operations. Their credulity
increases his impudence: and his impudence overpowers their credulity. . . . 

The many instances of forged miracles, and prophecies, and supernatural
events, which, in all ages, have either been detected by contrary evidence, or
which detect themselves by their absurdity, prove sufficiently the strong propens-
ity of mankind to the extraordinary and the marvellous, and ought reasonably to
beget a suspicion against all relations of this kind. This is our natural way of think-
ing, even with regard to the most common and most credible events. For instan-
ce: There is no kind of report which rises so easily, and spreads so quickly, especi-
ally in country places and provincial towns, as those concerning marriages; inso-
much that two young persons of equal condition never see each other twice, but
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the whole neighbourhood immediately join them together. The pleasure of telling
a piece of news so interesting, of propagating it, and of being the first reporters of
it, spreads the intelligence. And this is so well known, that no man of sense gives
attention to these reports, till he find them confirmed by some greater evidence.
Do not the same passions, and others still stronger, incline the generality of man-
kind to believe and report, with the greatest vehemence and assurance, all religious
miracles?

94. Thirdly. It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and mir-
aculous relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and
barbarous nations; or if a civilized people has ever given admission to any of
them, that people will be found to have received them from ignorant and barbar-
ous ancestors, who transmitted them with that inviolable sanction and authority,
which always attend received opinions. When we peruse the first histories of all
nations, we are apt to imagine ourselves transported into some new world; where
the whole frame of nature is disjointed, and every element performs its operations
in a different manner, from what it does at present. Battles, revolutions, pestilen-
ce, famine and death, are never the effect of those natural causes, which we exper-
ience. Prodigies, omens, oracles, judgements, quite obscure the few natural events,
that are intermingled with them. But as the former grow thinner every page, in
proportion as we advance nearer the enlightened ages, we soon learn, that there is
nothing mysterious or supernatural in the case, but that all proceeds from the
usual propensity of mankind towards the marvellous, and that, though this inclina-
tion may at intervals receive a check from sense and learning, it can never be
thoroughly extirpated from human nature. . . . 

95. I may add as a fourth reason, which diminishes the authority of prodi-
gies, that there is no testimony for any, even those which have not been expressly
detected, that is not opposed by an infinite number of witnesses; so that not only
the miracle destroys the credit of testimony, but the testimony destroys itself. . . .
This argument may appear over subtile and refined; but is not in reality different
from the reasoning of a judge, who supposes, that the credit of two witnesses,
maintaining a crime against any one, is destroyed by the testimony of two others,
who affirm him to have been two hundred leagues distant, at the same instant
when the crime is said to have been committed. . . . 

98. Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testimony for any kind of
miracle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof; and that, even
supposing it amounted to a proof, it would be opposed by another proof; derived
from the very nature of the fact, which it would endeavour to establish. It is
experience only, which gives authority to human testimony; and it is the same
experience, which assures us of the laws of nature. When, therefore, these two
kinds of experience are contrary, we have nothing to do but subtract the one
from the other, and embrace an opinion, either on one side or the other, with
that assurance which arises from the remainder. But according to the principle
here explained, this subtraction, with regard to all popular religions, amounts to an
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entire annihilation; and therefore we may establish it as a maxim, that no human
testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation
for any such system of religion.

99. I beg the limitations here made may be remarked, when I say, that a
miracle can never be proved, so as to be the foundation of a system of religion.
For I own, that otherwise, there may possibly be miracles, or violations of the
usual course of nature, of such a kind as to admit of proof from human testimo-
ny; though, perhaps, it will be impossible to find any such in all the records of
history. Thus, suppose, all authors, in all languages, agree, that, from the first of
January 1600, there was a total darkness over the whole earth for eight days: sup-
pose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is still strong and lively among
the people: that all travellers, who return from foreign countries, bring us
accounts of the same tradition, without the least variation or contradiction: it is
evident, that our present philosophers, instead of doubting the fact, ought to
receive it as certain, and ought to search for the causes whence it might be
derived. The decay, corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event rendered
probable by so many analogies, that any phenomenon, which seems to have a
tendency towards that catastrophe, comes within the reach of human testimony,
if that testimony be very extensive and uniform.

But suppose, that all the historians who treat of England, should agree,
that, on the first of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died; that both before and
after her death she was seen by her physicians and the whole court, as is usual
with persons of her rank; that her successor was acknowledged and proclaimed by
the parliament; and that, after being interred a month, she again appeared,
resumed the throne, and governed England for three years: I must confess that I
should be surprised at the concurrence of so many odd circumstances, but should
not have the least inclination to believe so miraculous an event. I should not
doubt of her pretended death, and of those other public circumstances that fol-
lowed it: I should only assert it to have been pretended, and that it neither was,
nor possibly could be real. You would in vain object to me the difficulty, and
almost impossibility of deceiving the world in an affair of such consequence; the
wisdom and solid judgement of that renowned queen; with the little or no advan-
tage which she could reap from so poor an artifice: All this might astonish me;
but I would still reply, that the knavery and folly of men are such common phen-
omena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events to arise from
their concurrence, than admit of so signal a violation of the laws of nature. . . . 

Section 11
Of a Particular Providence and of a Future State

102. I was lately engaged in conversation with a friend who loves sceptical
paradoxes; where, though he advanced many principles, of which I can by no
means approve, yet as they seem to be curious, and to bear some relation to the
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chain of reasoning carried on throughout this enquiry, I shall here copy them
from my memory as accurately as I can, in order to submit them to the judgement
of the reader.

Our conversation began with my admiring the singular good fortune of
philosophy, which, as it requires entire liberty above all other privileges, and
chiefly flourishes from the free opposition of sentiments and argumentation,
received its first birth in an age and country of freedom and toleration, and was
never cramped, even in its most extravagant principles, by any creeds, conces-
sions, or penal statutes. For, except the banishment of Protagoras, and the death
of Socrates, which last event proceeded partly from other motives, there are
scarcely any instances to be met with, in ancient history, of this bigotted jealousy,
with which the present age is so much infested. Epicurus lived at Athens to an
advanced age, in peace and tranquillity: Epicureans were even admitted to receive
the sacerdotal character, and to officiate at the altar, in the most sacred rites of the
established religion: And the public encouragement of pensions and salaries was
afforded equally, by the wisest of all the Roman emperors, to the professors of
every sect of philosophy. How requisite such kind of treatment was to philoso-
phy, in her early youth, will easily be conceived, if we reflect, that, even at present,
when she may be supposed more hardy and robust, she bears with much difficulty
the inclemency of the seasons, and those harsh winds of calumny and persecu-
tion, which blow upon her.

You admire, says my friend, as the singular good fortune of philosophy,
what seems to result from the natural course of things, and to be unavoidable in
every age and nation. This pertinacious bigotry, of which you complain, as so fatal
to philosophy, is really her offspring, who, after allying with superstition, separates
himself entirely from the interest of his parent, and becomes her most inveterate
enemy and persecutor. Speculative dogmas of religion, the present occasions of
such furious dispute, could not possibly be conceived or admitted in the early ages
of the world; when mankind, being wholly illiterate, formed an idea of religion
more suitable to their weak apprehension, and composed their sacred tenets of
such tales chiefly as were the objects of traditional belief, more than of argument
or disputation. After the first alarm, therefore, was over, which arose from the
new paradoxes and principles of the philosophers; these teachers seem ever after,
during the ages of antiquity, to have lived in great harmony with the established
superstition, and to have made a fair partition of mankind between them; the for-
mer claiming all the learned and wise, the latter possessing all the vulgar and
illiterate.

103. It seems then, say I, that you leave politics entirely out of the ques-
tion, and never suppose, that a wise magistrate can justly be jealous of certain
tenets of philosophy, such as those of Epicurus, which, denying a divine existen-
ce, and consequently a providence and a future state, seem to loosen, in a great
measure, the ties of morality, and may be supposed, for that reason, pernicious to
the peace of civil society.

215



Hume ~ Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding

I know, replied he, that in fact these persecutions never, in any age, pro-
ceeded from calm reason, or from experience of the pernicious consequences of
philosophy; but arose entirely from passion and prejudice. But what if I should
advance farther, and assert, that if Epicurus had been accused before the people,
by any of the sycophants or informers of those days, he could easily have defended
his cause, and proved his principles of philosophy to be as salutary as those of his
adversaries, who endeavoured, with such zeal, to expose him to the public hatred
and jealousy?

I wish, said I, you would try your eloquence upon so extraordinary a topic,
and make a speech for Epicurus, which might satisfy, not the mob of Athens, if
you will allow that ancient and polite city to have contained any mob, but the
more philosophical part of his audience, such as might be supposed capable of
comprehending his arguments.

The matter would not be difficult, upon such conditions, replied he: And
if you please, I shall suppose myself Epicurus for a moment, and make you stand
for the Athenian people, and shall deliver you such an harangue as will fill all the
urn with white beans, and leave not a black one to gratify the malice of my
adversaries.

Very well: Pray proceed upon these suppositions.

104. I come hither, O ye Athenians, to justify in your assembly what I
maintained in my school, and I find myself impeached by furious antagonists,
instead of reasoning with calm and dispassionate enquirers. Your deliberations,
which of right should be directed to questions of public good, and the interest of
the commonwealth, are diverted to the disquisitions of speculative philosophy;
and these magnificent, but perhaps fruitless enquiries, take place of your more
familiar but more useful occupations. But so far as in me lies, I will prevent this
abuse. We shall not here dispute concerning the origin and government of worlds.
We shall only enquire how far such questions concern the public interest. And if I
can persuade you, that they are entirely indifferent to the peace of society and
security of government, I hope that you will presently send us back to our
schools, there to examine, at leisure, the question the most sublime, but at the
same time, the most speculative of all philosophy.

The religious philosophers, not satisfied with the tradition of your fore-
fathers, and doctrine of your priests (in which I willingly acquiesce), indulge a rash
curiosity, in trying how far they can establish religion upon the principles of rea-
son; and they thereby excite, instead of satisfying, the doubts, which naturally arise
from a diligent and scrutinous enquiry. They paint, in the most magnificent
colours, the order, beauty, and wise arrangement of the universe; and then ask, if
such a glorious display of intelligence could proceed from the fortuitous concour-
se of atoms, or if chance could produce what the greatest genius can never suffici-
ently admire. I shall not examine the justness of this argument. I shall allow it to
be as solid as my antagonists and accusers can desire. It is sufficient, if I can
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prove, from this very reasoning, that the question is entirely speculative, and that,
when, in my philosophical disquisitions, I deny a providence and a future state, I
undermine not the foundations of society, but advance principles, which they
themselves, upon their own topics, if they argue consistently, must allow to be
solid and satisfactory.

105. You then, who are my accusers, have acknowledged, that the chief or
sole argument for a divine existence (which I never questioned) is derived from
the order of nature; where there appear such marks of intelligence and design,
that you think it extravagant to assign for its cause, either chance, or the blind and
unguided force of matter. You allow, that this is an argument drawn from effects
to causes. From the order of the work, you infer, that there must have been
project and forethought in the workman. If you cannot make out this point, you
allow, that your conclusion fails; and you pretend not to establish the conclusion
in a greater latitude than the phenomena of nature will justify. These are your
concessions. I desire you to mark the consequences.

When we infer any particular cause from an effect, we must proportion
the one to the other, and can never be allowed to ascribe to the cause any quali-
ties, but what are exactly sufficient to produce the effect. A body of ten ounces
raised in any scale may serve as a proof, that the counterbalancing weight exceeds
ten ounces; but can never afford a reason that it exceeds a hundred. If the cause,
assigned for any effect, be not sufficient to produce it, we must either reject that
cause, or add to it such qualities as will give it a just proportion to the effect. But if
we ascribe to it farther qualities, or affirm it capable of producing other effects,
we can only indulge the licence of conjecture, and arbitrarily suppose the existen-
ce of qualities and energies, without reason or authority.

The same rule holds, whether the cause assigned be brute unconscious
matter, or a rational intelligent being. If the cause be known only by the effect, we
never ought to ascribe to it any qualities, beyond what are precisely requisite to
produce the effect: Nor can we, by any rules of just reasoning, return back from
the cause, and infer other effects from it, beyond those by which alone it is
known to us. No one, merely from the sight of one of Zeuxis’s pictures, could
know, that he was also a statuary or architect, and was an artist no less skilful in
stone and marble than in colours. The talents and taste, displayed in the particular
work before us; these we may safely conclude the workman to be possessed of.
The cause must be proportioned to the effect; and if we exactly and precisely
proportion it, we shall never find in it any qualities, that point farther, or afford an
inference concerning any other design or performance. Such qualities must be
somewhat beyond what is merely requisite for producing the effect, which we
examine.

106. Allowing, therefore, the gods to be the authors of the existence or
order of the universe; it follows, that they possess that precise degree of power,
intelligence, and benevolence, which appears in their workmanship; but nothing
farther can ever be proved, except we call in the assistance of exaggeration and
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flattery to supply the defects of argument and reasoning. So far as the traces of
any attributes, at present, appear, so far may we conclude these attributes to exist.
The supposition of farther attributes is mere hypothesis; much more the supposi-
tion, that, in distant regions of space or periods of time, there has been, or will be,
a more magnificent display of these attributes, and a scheme of administration
more suitable to such imaginary virtues. We can never be allowed to mount up
from the universe, the effect, to Jupiter, the cause; and then descend downwards,
to infer any new effect from that cause; as if the present effects alone were not
entirely worthy of the glorious attributes, which we ascribe to that deity. The
knowledge of the cause being derived solely from the effect, they must be exactly
adjusted to each other; and the one can never refer to anything farther, or be the
foundation of any new inference and conclusion.

You find certain phenomena in nature. You seek a cause or author. You
imagine that you have found him. You afterwards become so enamoured of this
offspring of your brain, that you imagine it impossible, but he must produce
something greater and more perfect than the present scene of things, which is so
full of ill and disorder. You forget, that this superlative intelligence and benevol-
ence are entirely imaginary, or, at least, without any foundation in reason; and that
you have no ground to ascribe to him any qualities, but what you see he has actu-
ally exerted and displayed in his productions. Let your gods, therefore, O philoso-
phers, be suited to the present appearances of nature: and presume not to alter
these appearances by arbitrary suppositions, in order to suit them to the attri-
butes, which you so fondly ascribe to your deities.

107. When priests and poets, supported by your authority, O Athenians,
talk of a golden or silver age, which preceded the present state of vice and misery,
I hear them with attention and with reverence. But when philosophers, who pre-
tend to neglect authority, and to cultivate reason, hold the same discourse, I pay
them not, I own, the same obsequious submission and pious deference. I ask;
who carried them into the celestial regions, who admitted them into the councils
of the gods, who opened to them the book of fate, that they thus rashly affirm,
that their deities have executed, or will execute, any purpose beyond what has
actually appeared? If they tell me, that they have mounted on the steps or by the
gradual ascent of reason, and by drawing inferences from effects to causes, I still
insist, that they have aided the ascent of reason by the wings of imagination;
otherwise they could not thus change their manner of inference, and argue from
causes to effects; presuming, that a more perfect production than the present
world would be more suitable to such perfect beings as the gods, and forgetting
that they have no reason to ascribe to these celestial beings any perfection or any
attribute, but what can be found in the present world.

Hence all the fruitless industry to account for the ill appearances of nature,
and save the honour of the gods; while we must acknowledge the reality of that
evil and disorder, with which the world so much abounds. The obstinate and
intractable qualities of matter, we are told, or the observance of general laws, or
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some such reason, is the sole cause, which controlled the power and benevolence
of Jupiter, and obliged him to create mankind and every sensible creature so
imperfect and so unhappy. These attributes then, are, it seems, beforehand, taken
for granted, in their greatest latitude. And upon that supposition, I own that such
conjectures may, perhaps, be admitted as plausible solutions of the ill phenomena.
But still I ask; Why take these attributes for granted, or why ascribe to the cause
any qualities but what actually appear in the effect? Why torture your brain to
justify the course of nature upon suppositions, which, for aught you know, may
be entirely imaginary, and of which there are to be found no traces in the course
of nature?

The religious hypothesis, therefore, must be considered only as a particu-
lar method of accounting for the visible phenomena of the universe: but no just
reasoner will ever presume to infer from it any single fact, and alter or add to the
phenomena, in any single particular. If you think, that the appearances of things
prove such causes, it is allowable for you to draw an inference concerning the
existence of these causes. In such complicated and sublime subjects, every one
should be indulged in the liberty of conjecture and argument. But here you ought
to rest. If you come backward, and arguing from your inferred causes, conclude,
that any other fact has existed, or will exist, in the course of nature, which may
serve as a fuller display of particular attributes; I must admonish you, that you
have departed from the method of reasoning, attached to the present subject, and
have certainly added something to the attributes of the cause, beyond what
appears in the effect; otherwise you could never, with tolerable sense or propriety,
add anything to the effect, in order to render it more worthy of the cause.

108. Where, then, is the odiousness of that doctrine, which I teach in my
school, or rather, which I examine in my gardens? Or what do you find in this
whole question, wherein the security of good morals, or the peace and order of
society, is in the least concerned?

I deny a providence, you say, and supreme governor of the world, who
guides the course of events, and punishes the vicious with infamy and disappoint-
ment, and rewards the virtuous with honour and success, in all their undertakings.
But surely, I deny not the course itself of events, which lies open to every one’s
inquiry and examination. I acknowledge, that, in the present order of things,
virtue is attended with more peace of mind than vice, and meets with a more
favourable reception from the world. I am sensible, that, according to the past
experience of mankind, friendship is the chief joy of human life, and moderation
the only source of tranquillity and happiness. I never balance between the virtuous
and the vicious course of life; but am sensible, that, to a well-disposed mind, every
advantage is on the side of the former. And what can you say more, allowing all
your suppositions and reasonings?

You tell me, indeed, that this disposition of things proceeds from intelli-
gence and design. But whatever it proceeds from, the disposition itself, on which
depends our happiness or misery, and consequently our conduct and deportment
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in life is still the same. It is still open for me, as well as you, to regulate my behavi-
our, by my experience of past events. And if you affirm, that, while a divine provi-
dence is allowed, and a supreme distributive justice in the universe, I ought to
expect some more particular reward of the good, and punishment of the bad,
beyond the ordinary course of events; I here find the same fallacy, which I have
before endeavoured to detect. You persist in imagining, that, if we grant that
divine existence, for which you so earnestly contend, you may safely infer conse-
quences from it, and add something to the experienced order of nature, by argu-
ing from the attributes which you ascribe to your gods. You seem not to remem-
ber, that all your reasonings on this subject can only be drawn from effects to
causes; and that every argument, deducted from causes to effects, must of neces-
sity be a gross sophism; since it is impossible for you to know anything of the
cause, but what you have antecedently, not inferred, but discovered to the full, in
the effect.

109. But what must a philosopher think of those vain reasoners, who,
instead of regarding the present scene of things as the sole object of their con-
templation, so far reverse the whole course of nature, as to render this life merely
a passage to something farther; a porch, which leads to a greater, and vastly differ-
ent building; a prologue, which serves only to introduce the piece, and give it
more grace and propriety? Whence, do you think, can such philosophers derive
their idea of the gods? From their own conceit and imagination surely. For if they
derived it from the present phenomena, it would never point to anything farther,
but must be exactly adjusted to them. That the divinity may possibly be endowed
with attributes, which we have never seen exerted; may be governed by principles
of action, which we cannot discover to be satisfied: all this will freely be allowed.
But still this is mere possibility and hypothesis. We never can have reason to infer
any attributes, or any principles of action in him, but so far as we know them to
have been exerted and satisfied.

Are there any marks of a distributive justice in the world? If you answer in the
affirmative, I conclude, that, since justice here exerts itself, it is satisfied. If you
reply in the negative, I conclude, that you have then no reason to ascribe justice,
in our sense of it, to the gods. If you hold a medium between affirmation and
negation, by saying, that the justice of the gods, at present, exerts itself in part, but
not in its full extent; I answer, that you have no reason to give it any particular
extent, but only so far as you see it, at present, exert itself.

110. Thus I bring the dispute, O Athenians, to a short issue with my
antagonists. The course of nature lies open to my contemplation as well as to
theirs. The experienced train of events is the great standard, by which we all regu-
late our conduct. Nothing else can be appealed to in the field, or in the senate.
Nothing else ought ever to be heard of in the school, or in the closet. In vain
would our limited understanding break through those boundaries, which are too
narrow for our fond imagination. While we argue from the course of nature, and
infer a particular intelligent cause, which first bestowed, and still preserves order

220



Hume ~ Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding

in the universe, we embrace a principle, which is both uncertain and useless. It is
uncertain; because the subject lies entirely beyond the reach of human experience.
It is useless; because our knowledge of this cause being derived entirely from the
course of nature, we can never, according to the rules of just reasoning, return
back from the cause with any new inference, or making additions to the common
and experienced course of nature, establish any new principles of conduct and
behaviour.

111. I observe (said I, finding he had finished his harangue) that you
neglect not the artifice of the demagogues of old; and as you were pleased to
make me stand for the people, you insinuate yourself into my favour by embrac-
ing those principles, to which, you know, I have always expressed a particular
attachment. But allowing you to make experience (as indeed I think you ought)
the only standard of our judgement concerning this, and all other questions of
fact; I doubt not but, from the very same experience, to which you appeal, it may
be possible to refute this reasoning, which you have put into the mouth of
Epicurus. If you saw, for instance, a half-finished building, surrounded with heaps
of brick and stone and mortar, and all the instruments of masonry; could you not
infer from the effect, that it was a work of design and contrivance?

And could you not return again, from this inferred cause, to infer new
additions to the effect, and conclude, that the building would soon be finished,
and receive all the further improvements, which art could bestow upon it? If you
saw upon the sea-shore the print of one human foot, you would conclude, that a
man had passed that way, and that he had also left the traces of the other foot,
though effaced by the rolling of the sands or inundation of the waters. Why then
do you refuse to admit the same method of reasoning with regard to the order of
nature? Consider the world and the present life only as an imperfect building,
from which you can infer a superior intelligence; and arguing from that superior
intelligence, which can leave nothing imperfect; why may you not infer a more
finished scheme or plan, which will receive its completion in some distant point
of space or time? Are not these methods of reasoning exactly similar? And under
what pretence can you embrace the one, while you reject the other?

112. The infinite difference of the subjects, replied he, is a sufficient foun-
dation for this difference in my conclusions. In works of art and contrivance, it is
allowable to advance from the effect to the cause, and returning back from the
cause, to form new inferences concerning the effect, and examine the alterations,
which it has probably undergone, or may still undergo. But what is the foundation
of this method of reasoning? Plainly this; that man is a being, whom we know by
experience, whose motives and designs we are acquainted with, and whose
projects and inclinations have a certain connexion and coherence, according to
the laws which nature has established for the government of such a creature.
When, therefore, we find, that any work has proceeded from the skill and industry
of man; as we are otherwise acquainted with the nature of the animal, we can
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draw a hundred inferences concerning what may be expected from him; and these
inferences will all be founded in experience and observation.

But did we know man only from the single work or production which we
examine, it were impossible for us to argue in this manner; because our knowledge
of all the qualities, which we ascribe to him, being in that case derived from the
production, it is impossible they could point to anything farther, or be the found-
ation of any new inference. The print of a foot in the sand can only prove, when
considered alone, that there was some figure adapted to it, by which it was pro-
duced: but the print of a human foot proves likewise, from our other experience,
that there was probably another foot, which also left its impression, though
effaced by time or other accidents. Here we mount from the effect to the cause;
and descending again from the cause, infer alterations in the effect; but this is not
a continuation of the same simple chain of reasoning. We comprehend in this
case a hundred other experiences and observations, concerning the usual figure
and members of that species of animal, without which this method of argument
must be considered as fallacious and sophistical.

113. The case is not the same with our reasonings from the works of
nature. The Deity is known to us only by his productions, and is a single being in
the universe, not comprehended under any species or genus, from whose experi-
enced attributes or qualities, we can, by analogy, infer any attribute or quality in
him. As the universe shews wisdom and goodness, we infer wisdom and good-
ness. As it shews a particular degree of these perfections, we infer a particular
degree of them, precisely adapted to the effect which we examine. But farther
attributes or farther degrees of the same attributes, we can never be authorised to
infer or suppose, by any rules of just reasoning. Now, without some such licence
of supposition, it is impossible for us to argue from the cause, or infer any altera-
tion in the effect, beyond what has immediately fallen under our observation.
Greater good produced by this Being must still prove a greater degree of good-
ness: a more impartial distribution of rewards and punishments must proceed
from a greater regard to justice and equity. Every supposed addition to the works
of nature makes an addition to the attributes of the Author of nature; and conse-
quently, being entirely unsupported by any reason or argument, can never be
admitted but as mere conjecture and hypothesis.

The great source of our mistake in this subject, and of the unbounded
licence of conjecture, which we indulge, is, that we tacitly consider ourselves, as in
the place of the Supreme Being, and conclude, that he will, on every occasion,
observe the same conduct, which we ourselves, in his situation, would have
embraced as reasonable and eligible. But, besides that the ordinary course of
nature may convince us, that almost everything is regulated by principles and max-
ims very different from ours; besides this, I say, it must evidently appear contrary
to all rules of analogy to reason, from the intentions and projects of men, to those
of a Being so different, and so much superior. In human nature, there is a certain
experienced coherence of designs and inclinations; so that when, from any fact,
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we have discovered one intention of any man, it may often be reasonable, from
experience, to infer another, and draw a long chain of conclusions concerning his
past or future conduct.

But this method of reasoning can never have place with regard to a Being,
so remote and incomprehensible, who bears much less analogy to any other being
in the universe than the sun to a waxen taper, and who discovers himself only by
some faint traces or outlines, beyond which we have no authority to ascribe to
him any attribute or perfection. What we imagine to be a superior perfection, may
really be a defect. Or were it ever so much a perfection, the ascribing of it to the
Supreme Being, where it appears not to have been really exerted, to the full, in his
works, savours more of flattery and panegyric, than of just reasoning and sound
philosophy. 

All the philosophy, therefore, in the world, and all the religion, which is
nothing but a species of philosophy, will never be able to carry us beyond the
usual course of experience, or give us measures of conduct and behaviour differ-
ent from those which are furnished by reflections on common life. No new fact
can ever be inferred from the religious hypothesis; no event foreseen or foretold;
no reward or punishment expected or dreaded, beyond what is already known by
practice and observation. So that my apology for Epicurus will still appear solid
and satisfactory; nor have the political interests of society any connexion with the
philosophical disputes concerning metaphysics and religion.

114. There is still one circumstance, replied I, which you seem to have
overlooked. Though I should allow your premises, I must deny your conclusion.
You conclude, that religious doctrines and reasonings can have no influence on
life, because they ought to have no influence; never considering, that men reason
not in the same manner you do, but draw many consequences from the belief of a
divine Existence, and suppose that the Deity will inflict punishments on vice, and
bestow rewards on virtue, beyond what appear in the ordinary course of nature.
Whether this reasoning of theirs be just or not, is no matter. Its influence on their
life and conduct must still be the same. And, those, who attempt to disabuse them
of such prejudices, may, for aught I know, be good reasoners, but I cannot allow
them to be good citizens and politicians; since they free men from one restraint
upon their passions, and make the infringement of the laws of society, in one
respect, more easy and secure.

After all, I may, perhaps, agree to your general conclusion in favour of
liberty, though upon different premises from those, on which you endeavour to
found it. I think, that the state ought to tolerate every principle of philosophy; nor
is there an instance, that any government has suffered in its political interests by
such indulgence. There is no enthusiasm among philosophers; their doctrines are
not very alluring to the people; and no restraint can be put upon their reasonings,
but what must be of dangerous consequence to the sciences, and even to the
state, by paving the way for persecution and oppression in points, where the
generality of mankind are more deeply interested and concerned.
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115. But there occurs to me (continued I) with regard to your main topic,
a difficulty, which I shall just propose to you without insisting on it; lest it lead
into reasonings of too nice and delicate a nature. In a word, I much doubt wheth-
er it be possible for a cause to be known only by its effect (as you have all along
supposed) or to be of so singular and particular a nature as to have no parallel and
no similarity with any other cause or object, that has ever fallen under our obser-
vation. It is only when two species of objects are found to be constantly conjoined,
that we can infer the one from the other; and were an effect presented, which was
entirely singular, and could not be comprehended under any known species, I do
not see, that we could form any conjecture or inference at all concerning its cause.

If experience and observation and analogy be, indeed, the only guides
which we can reasonably follow in inferences of this nature; both the effect and
cause must bear a similarity and resemblance to other effects and causes, which
we know, and which we have found, in many instances, to be conjoined with each
other. I leave it to your own reflection to pursue the consequences of this
principle. I shall just observe, that, as the antagonists of Epicurus always suppose
the universe, an effect quite singular and unparalleled, to be the proof of a Deity, a
cause no less singular and unparalleled; your reasonings, upon that supposition,
seem, at least, to merit our attention. There is, I own, some difficulty, how we can
ever return from the cause to the effect, and, reasoning from our ideas of the
former, infer any alteration on the latter, or any addition to it.

Section 12
Of the Academical or Sceptical Philosophy

Part 1
 . . . 118. It seems evident, that men are carried, by a natural instinct or

prepossession, to repose faith in their senses; and that, without any reasoning, or
even almost before the use of reason, we always suppose an external universe,
which depends not on our perception, but would exist, though we and every
sensible creature were absent or annihilated. Even the animal creation are gover-
ned by a like opinion, and preserve this belief of external objects, in all their
thoughts, designs, and actions.

It seems also evident, that, when men follow this blind and powerful
instinct of nature, they always suppose the very images, presented by the senses,
to be the external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, that the one are
nothing but representations of the other. This very table, which we see white, and
which we feel hard, is believed to exist, independent of our perception, and to be
something external to our mind, which perceives it. Our presence bestows not
being on it: our absence does not annihilate it. It preserves its existence uniform
and entire, independent of the situation of intelligent beings, who perceive or
contemplate it.
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But this universal and primary opinion of all men is soon destroyed by the
slightest philosophy, which teaches us, that nothing can ever be present to the
mind but an image or perception, and that the senses are only the inlets, through
which these images are conveyed, without being able to produce any immediate
intercourse between the mind and the object. The table, which we see, seems to
diminish, as we remove farther from it: but the real table, which exists indepen-
dent of us, suffers no alteration: it was, therefore, nothing but its image, which
was present to the mind. These are the obvious dictates of reason; and no man,
who reflects, ever doubted, that the existences, which we consider, when we say,
this house and that tree, are nothing but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting copies
or representations of other existences, which remain uniform and independent.

119. So far, then, are we necessitated by reasoning to contradict or depart
from the primary instincts of nature, and to embrace a new system with regard to
the evidence of our senses. But here philosophy finds herself extremely embarras-
sed, when she would justify this new system, and obviate the cavils and objections
of the sceptics. She can no longer plead the infallible and irresistible instinct of
nature: for that led us to a quite different system, which is acknowledged fallible
and even erroneous. And to justify this pretended philosophical system, by a
chain of clear and convincing argument, or even any appearance of argument,
exceeds the power of all human capacity.

By what argument can it be proved, that the perceptions of the mind must
be caused by external objects, entirely different from them, though resembling
them (if that be possible) and could not arise either from the energy of the mind
itself, or from the suggestion of some invisible and unknown spirit, or from some
other cause still more unknown to us? It is acknowledged, that, in fact, many of
these perceptions arise not from anything external, as in dreams, madness, and
other diseases. And nothing can be more inexplicable than the manner, in which
body should so operate upon mind as ever to convey an image of itself to a sub-
stance, supposed of so different, and even contrary a nature.

It is a question of fact, whether the perceptions of the senses be produced
by external objects, resembling them: how shall this question be determined? By
experience surely; as all other questions of a like nature. But here experience is,
and must be entirely silent. The mind has never anything present to it but the
perceptions, and cannot possibly reach any experience of their connexion with
objects. The supposition of such a connexion is, therefore, without any founda-
tion in reasoning.

120. To have recourse to the veracity of the supreme Being, in order to
prove the veracity of our senses, is surely making a very unexpected circuit. If his
veracity were at all concerned in this matter, our senses would be entirely infal-
lible; because it is not possible that he can ever deceive. Not to mention, that, if
the external world be once called in question, we shall be at a loss to find argu-
ments, by which we may prove the existence of that Being or any of his attributes.

225



Hume ~ Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding

121. This is a topic, therefore, in which the profounder and more philoso-
phical sceptics will always triumph, when they endeavour to introduce an universal
doubt into all subjects of human knowledge and enquiry. Do you follow the
instincts and propensities of nature, may they say, in assenting to the veracity of
sense? But these lead you to believe that the very perception or sensible image is
the external object. Do you disclaim this principle, in order to embrace a more
rational opinion, that the perceptions are only representations of something
external? You here depart from your natural propensities and more obvious senti-
ments; and yet are not able to satisfy your reason, which can never find any con-
vincing argument from experience to prove, that the perceptions are connected
with any external objects.

122. There is another sceptical topic of a like nature, derived from the
most profound philosophy; which might merit our attention, were it requisite to
dive so deep, in order to discover arguments and reasonings, which can so little
serve to any serious purpose. It is universally allowed by modern enquirers, that all
the sensible qualities of objects, such as hard, soft, hot, cold, white, black, &c. are
merely secondary, and exist not in the objects themselves, but are perceptions of
the mind, without any external archetype or model, which they represent. If this
be allowed, with regard to secondary qualities, it must also follow, with regard to
the supposed primary qualities of extension and solidity; nor can the latter be any
more entitled to that denomination than the former. 

The idea of extension is entirely acquired from the senses of sight and
feeling; and if all the qualities, perceived by the senses, be in the mind, not in the
object, the same conclusion must reach the idea of extension, which is wholly
dependent on the sensible ideas or the ideas of secondary qualities. Nothing can
save us from this conclusion, but the asserting, that the ideas of those primary
qualities are attained by Abstraction, an opinion, which, if we examine it accurately,
we shall find to be unintelligible, and even absurd. An extension, that is neither
tangible nor visible, cannot possibly be conceived: and a tangible or visible exten-
sion, which is neither hard nor soft, black nor white, is equally beyond the reach
of human conception. Let any man try to conceive a triangle in general, which is
neither Isosceles nor Scalenum, nor has any particular length or proportion of sides;
and he will soon perceive the absurdity of all the scholastic notions with regard to
abstraction and general ideas.

123. Thus the first philosophical objection to the evidence of sense or to
the opinion of external existence consists in this, that such an opinion, if rested
on natural instinct, is contrary to reason, and if referred to reason, is contrary to
natural instinct, and at the same time carries no rational evidence with it, to con-
vince an impartial enquirer. The second objection goes farther, and represents this
opinion as contrary to reason: at least, if it be a principle of reason, that all sensi-
ble qualities are in the mind, not in the object. Bereave matter of all its intelligible
qualities, both primary and secondary, you in a manner annihilate it, and leave
only a certain unknown, inexplicable something, as the cause of our perceptions; a
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notion so imperfect, that no sceptic will think it worth while to contend against it. 
 . . . 

Part 3
129.  . . . The greater part of mankind are naturally apt to be affirmative

and dogmatical in their opinions; and while they see objects only on one side, and
have no idea of any counterpoising argument, they throw themselves precipitately
into the principles, to which they are inclined; nor have they any indulgence for
those who entertain opposite sentiments. To hesitate or balance perplexes their
understanding, checks their passion, and suspends their action. They are, there-
fore, impatient till they escape from a state, which to them is so uneasy: and they
think, that they could never remove themselves far enough from it, by the violen-
ce of their affirmations and obstinacy of their belief.

But could such dogmatical reasoners become sensible of the strange infir-
mities of human understanding, even in its most perfect state, and when most
accurate and cautious in its determinations; such a reflection would naturally
inspire them with more modesty and reserve, and diminish their fond opinion of
themselves, and their prejudice against antagonists. The illiterate may reflect on
the disposition of the learned, who, amidst all the advantages of study and reflec-
tion, are commonly still diffident in their determinations: and if any of the learned
be inclined, from their natural temper, to haughtiness and obstinacy, a small
tincture of Pyrrhonism [i.e., skepticism] might abate their pride, by showing them,
that the few advantages, which they may have attained over their fellows, are but
inconsiderable, if compared with the universal perplexity and confusion, which is
inherent in human nature. In general, there is a degree of doubt, and caution, and
modesty, which, in all kinds of scrutiny and decision, ought for ever to accom-
pany a just reasoner.

130. Another species of mitigated scepticism which may be of advantage to
mankind, and which may be the natural result of the Pyrrhonian doubts and
scruples, is the limitation of our enquiries to such subjects as are best adapted to
the narrow capacity of human understanding. The imagination of man is naturally
sublime, delighted with whatever is remote and extraordinary, and running, with-
out control, into the most distant parts of space and time in order to avoid the
objects, which custom has rendered too familiar to it. A correct judgement observes
a contrary method, and avoiding all distant and high enquiries, confines itself to
common life, and to such subjects as fall under daily practice and experience;
leaving the more sublime topics to the embellishment of poets and orators, or to
the arts of priests and politicians. 

To bring us to so salutary a determination, nothing can be more service-
able, than to be once thoroughly convinced of the force of the Pyrrhonian doubt,
and of the impossibility, that anything, but the strong power of natural instinct,
could free us from it. Those who have a propensity to philosophy, will still con-
tinue their researches; because they reflect, that, besides the immediate pleasure,
attending such an occupation, philosophical decisions are nothing but the reflec-
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tions of common life, methodized and corrected. But they will never be tempted
to go beyond common life, so long as they consider the imperfection of those
faculties which they employ, their narrow reach, and their inaccurate operations.
While we cannot give a satisfactory reason, why we believe, after a thousand
experiments, that a stone will fall, or fire burn; can we ever satisfy ourselves con-
cerning any determination, which we may form, with regard to the origin of
worlds, and the situation of nature, from, and to eternity?

This narrow limitation, indeed, of our enquiries, is, in every respect, so
reasonable, that it suffices to make the slightest examination into the natural
powers of the human mind and to compare them with their objects, in order to
recommend it to us. We shall then find what are the proper subjects of science
and enquiry.

131. It seems to me, that the only objects of the abstract science or of
demonstration are quantity and number, and that all attempts to extend this more
perfect species of knowledge beyond these bounds are mere sophistry and illu-
sion. As the component parts of quantity and number are entirely similar, their
relations become intricate and involved; and nothing can be more curious, as well
as useful, than to trace, by a variety of mediums, their equality or inequality,
through their different appearances. But as all other ideas are clearly distinct and
different from each other, we can never advance farther, by our utmost scrutiny,
than to observe this diversity, and, by an obvious reflection, pronounce one thing
not to be another.

Or if there be any difficulty in these decisions, it proceeds entirely from
the undeterminate meaning of words, which is corrected by juster definitions.
That the square of the hypothenuse is equal to the squares of the other two sides, cannot be
known, let the terms be ever so exactly defined, without a train of reasoning and
enquiry. But to convince us of this proposition, that where there is no property, there
can be no injustice, it is only necessary to define the terms, and explain injustice to be
a violation of property. This proposition is, indeed, nothing but a more imperfect
definition. It is the same case with all those pretended syllogistical reasonings,
which may be found in every other branch of learning, except the sciences of
quantity and number; and these may safely, I think, be pronounced the only
proper objects of knowledge and demonstration.

132. All other enquiries of men regard only matter of fact and existence;
and these are evidently incapable of demonstration. Whatever is may not be. No
negation of a fact can involve a contradiction. The non-existence of any being,
without exception, is as clear and distinct an idea as its existence. The proposition,
which affirms it not to be, however false, is no less conceivable and intelligible,
than that which affirms it to be. The case is different with the sciences, properly
so called. Every proposition, which is not true, is there confused and unintellig-
ible. That the cube root of 64 is equal to the half of 10, is a false proposition, and
can never be distinctly conceived. But that Caesar, or the angel Gabriel, or any
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being never existed, may be a false proposition, but still is perfectly conceivable,
and implies no contradiction.

The existence, therefore, of any being can only be proved by arguments
from its cause or its effect; and these arguments are founded entirely on experien-
ce. If we reason a priori, anything may appear able to produce anything. The fall-
ing of a pebble may, for aught we know, extinguish the sun; or the wish of a man
control the planets in their orbits. It is only experience, which teaches us the
nature and bounds of cause and effect, and enables us to infer the existence of
one object from that of another. Such is the foundation of moral reasoning,
which forms the greater part of human knowledge, and is the source of all human
action and behaviour.

Moral reasonings are either concerning particular or general facts. All
deliberations in life regard the former; as also all disquisitions in history, chronol-
ogy, geography, and astronomy.

The sciences, which treat of general facts, are politics, natural philosophy,
physic, chemistry, &c. where the qualities, causes and effects of a whole species of
objects are enquired into.

Divinity or Theology, as it proves the existence of a Deity, and the
immortality of souls, is composed partly of reasonings concerning particular,
partly concerning general facts. It has a foundation in reason, so far as it is suppor-
ted by experience. But its best and most solid foundation is faith and divine
revelation.

Morals and criticism are not so properly objects of the understanding as
of taste and sentiment. Beauty, whether moral or natural, is felt, more properly
than perceived. Or if we reason concerning it, and endeavour to fix its standard,
we regard a new fact, to wit, the general tastes of mankind, or some such fact,
which may be the object of reasoning and enquiry.

When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, what havoc
must we make? If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school meta-
physics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity
or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and
existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophis-
try and illusion.
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JOHN STUART MILL

O n  Lib e rty

Chapter 1
Introductory

T
HE subject of this Essay is not the so-called Liberty of the Will, so
unfortunately opposed to the misnamed doctrine of Philosophical
Necessity; but Civil, or Social Liberty: the nature and limits of the

power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual. A ques-
tion seldom stated, and hardly ever discussed, in general terms, but which pro-
foundly influences the practical controversies of the age by its latent presence, and
is likely soon to make itself recognized as the vital question of the future. It is so
far from being new, that, in a certain sense, it has divided mankind, almost from
the remotest ages, but in the stage of progress into which the more civilized por-
tions of the species have now entered, it presents itself under new conditions, and
requires a different and more fundamental treatment.

The struggle between Liberty and Authority is the most conspicuous
feature in the portions of history with which we are earliest familiar, particularly in
that of Greece, Rome, and England. But in old times this contest was between
subjects, or some classes of subjects, and the government. By liberty, was meant
protection against the tyranny of the political rulers. The rulers were conceived
(except in some of the popular governments of Greece) as in a necessarily antag-
onistic position to the people whom they ruled. They consisted of a governing
One, or a governing tribe or caste, who derived their authority from inheritance
or conquest; who, at all events, did not hold it at the pleasure of the governed,
and whose supremacy men did not venture, perhaps did not desire, to contest,
whatever precautions might be taken against its oppressive exercise. Their power
was regarded as necessary, but also as highly dangerous; as a weapon which they
would attempt to use against their subjects, no less than against external enemies. 

To prevent the weaker members of the community from being preyed
upon by innumerable vultures, it was needful that there should be an animal of
prey stronger than the rest, commissioned to keep them down. But as the king of
the vultures would be no less bent upon preying upon the flock than any of the
minor harpies, it was indispensable to be in a perpetual attitude of defence against
his beak and claws. The aim, therefore, of patriots, was to set limits to the power
which the ruler should be suffered to exercise over the community; and this limi-
tation was what they meant by liberty. 

It was attempted in two ways. First, by obtaining a recognition of certain
immunities, called political liberties or rights, which it was to be regarded as a
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breach of duty in the ruler to infringe, and which, if he did infringe, specific resis-
tance, or general rebellion, was held to be justifiable. A second, and generally a
later expedient, was the establishment of constitutional checks; by which the con-
sent of the community, or of a body of some sort supposed to represent its inter-
ests, was made a necessary condition to some of the more important acts of the
governing power.

To the first of these modes of limitation, the ruling power, in most Euro-
pean countries, was compelled, more or less, to submit. It was not so with the
second; and to attain this, or when already in some degree possessed, to attain it
more completely, became everywhere the principal object of the lovers of liberty.
And so long as mankind were content to combat one enemy by another, and to
be ruled by a master, on condition of being guaranteed more or less efficaciously
against his tyranny, they did not carry their aspirations beyond this point.

A time, however, came in the progress of human affairs, when men ceased
to think it a necessity of nature that their governors should be an independent
power, opposed in interest to themselves. It appeared to them much better that
the various magistrates of the State should be their tenants or delegates, revocable
at their pleasure. In that way alone, it seemed, could they have complete security
that the powers of government would never be abused to their disadvantage. By
degrees, this new demand for elective and temporary rulers became the promi-
nent object of the exertions of the popular party, wherever any such party existed;
and superseded, to a considerable extent, the previous efforts to limit the power
of rulers. As the struggle proceeded for making the ruling power emanate from
the periodical choice of the ruled, some persons began to think that too much
importance had been attached to the limitation of the power itself.

That (it might seem) was a resource against rulers whose interests were
habitually opposed to those of the people. What was now wanted was, that the
rulers should be identified with the people; that their interest and will should be
the interest and will of the nation. The nation did not need to be protected
against its own will. There was no fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let the rulers
be effectually responsible to it, promptly removable by it, and it could afford to
trust them with power of which it could itself dictate the use to be made. Their
power was but the nation’s own power, concentrated, and in a form convenient
for exercise.

This mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feeling, was common among
the last generation of European liberalism, in the Continental section of which, it
still apparently predominates. Those who admit any limit to what a government
may do, except in the case of such governments as they think ought not to exist,
stand out as brilliant exceptions among the political thinkers of the Continent. A
similar tone of sentiment might by this time have been prevalent in our own
country, if the circumstances which for a time encouraged it had continued
unaltered.
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But, in political and philosophical theories, as well as in persons, success
discloses faults and infirmities which failure might have concealed from observa-
tion. The notion, that the people have no need to limit their power over themsel-
ves, might seem axiomatic, when popular government was a thing only dreamed
about, or read of as having existed at some distant period of the past. Neither was
that notion necessarily disturbed by such temporary aberrations as those of the
French Revolution, the worst of which were the work of an usurping few, and
which, in any case, belonged, not to the permanent working of popular institu-
tions, but to a sudden and convulsive outbreak against monarchical and aristocra-
tic despotism.

In time, however, a democratic republic came to occupy a large portion of
the earth’s surface, and made itself felt as one of the most powerful members of
the community of nations; and elective and responsible government became sub-
ject to the observations and criticisms which wait upon a great existing fact. It was
now perceived that such phrases as “self-government,” and “the power of the
people over themselves,” do not express the true state of the case. The “people”
who exercise the power, are not always the same people with those over whom it
is exercised, and the “self-government” spoken of, is not the government of each
by himself, but of each by all the rest. The will of the people, moreover, practical-
ly means, the will of the most numerous or the most active part of the people; the
majority, or those who succeed in making themselves accepted as the majority;
the people, consequently, may desire to oppress a part of their number; and pre-
cautions are as much needed against this, as against any other abuse of power.

The limitation, therefore, of the power of government over individuals,
loses none of its importance when the holders of power are regularly accountable
to the community, that is, to the strongest party therein. This view of things,
recommending itself equally to the intelligence of thinkers and to the inclination
of those important classes in European society to whose real or supposed inter-
ests democracy is adverse, has had no difficulty in establishing itself; and in politi-
cal speculations “the tyranny of the majority” is now generally included among the
evils against which society requires to be on its guard.

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still
vulgarly, held in dread, chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authori-
ties. But reflecting persons perceived that when society is itself the tyrant—society
collectively, over the separate individuals who compose it—its means of tyranniz-
ing are not restricted to the acts which it may do by the hands of its political func-
tionaries. Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong
mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not
to meddle, it practises a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of politi-
cal oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it
leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into the details of
life, and enslaving the soul itself.
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Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough;
there needs protection also against the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and
feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than civil pen-
alties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from
them; to fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any
individuality not in harmony with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion
themselves upon the model of its own. There is a limit to the legitimate interfer-
ence of collective opinion with individual independence; and to find that limit,
and maintain it against encroachment, is as indispensable to a good condition of
human affairs, as protection against political despotism.

But though this proposition is not likely to be contested in general terms,
the practical question, where to place the limit—how to make the fitting adjust-
ment between individual independence and social control—is a subject on which
nearly everything remains to be done. All that makes existence valuable to any
one, depends on the enforcement of restraints upon the actions of other people.
Some rules of conduct, therefore, must be imposed, by law in the first place, and
by opinion on many things which are not fit subjects for the operation of law.
What these rules should be, is the principal question in human affairs; but if we
except a few of the most obvious cases, it is one of those which least progress has
been made in resolving. No two ages, and scarcely any two countries, have deci-
ded it alike; and the decision of one age or country is a wonder to another. Yet
the people of any given age and country no more suspect any difficulty in it, than
if it were a subject on which mankind had always been agreed. The rules which
obtain among themselves appear to them self-evident and self-justifying.

This all but universal illusion is one of the examples of the magical influen-
ce of custom, which is not only, as the proverb says a second nature, but is con-
tinually mistaken for the first. The effect of custom, in preventing any misgiving
respecting the rules of conduct which mankind impose on one another, is all the
more complete because the subject is one on which it is not generally considered
necessary that reasons should be given, either by one person to others, or by each
to himself. People are accustomed to believe and have been encouraged in the
belief by some who aspire to the character of philosophers, that their feelings, on
subjects of this nature, are better than reasons, and render reasons unnecessary.
The practical principle which guides them to their opinions on the regulation of
human conduct, is the feeling in each person’s mind that everybody should be
required to act as he, and those with whom he sympathizes, would like them to
act. No one, indeed, acknowledges to himself that his standard of judgment is his
own liking; but an opinion on a point of conduct, not supported by reasons, can
only count as one person’s preference; and if the reasons, when given, are a mere
appeal to a similar preference felt by other people, it is still only many people’s
liking instead of one.

To an ordinary man, however, his own preference, thus supported, is not
only a perfectly satisfactory reason, but the only one he generally has for any of
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his notions of morality, taste, or propriety, which are not expressly written in his
religious creed; and his chief guide in the interpretation even of that. Men’s opini-
ons, accordingly, on what is laudable or blamable, are affected by all the multifari-
ous causes which influence their wishes in regard to the conduct of others, and
which are as numerous as those which determine their wishes on any other sub-
ject. Sometimes their reason—at other times their prejudices or superstitions:
often their social affections, not seldom their antisocial ones, their envy or jealo-
usy, their arrogance or contemptuousness: but most commonly, their desires or
fears for themselves—their legitimate or illegitimate self-interest. Wherever there
is an ascendant class, a large portion of the morality of the country emanates from
its class interests, and its feelings of class superiority. 

The morality between Spartans and Helots, between planters and negroes,
between princes and subjects, between nobles and roturiers [plebeian], between
men and women, has been for the most part the creation of these class interests
and feelings: and the sentiments thus generated, react in turn upon the moral feel-
ings of the members of the ascendant class, in their relations among themselves.
Where, on the other hand, a class, formerly ascendant, has lost its ascendency, or
where its ascendency is unpopular, the prevailing moral sentiments frequently bear
the impress of an impatient dislike of superiority. Another grand determining
principle of the rules of conduct, both in act and forbearance which have been
enforced by law or opinion, has been the servility of mankind towards the
supposed preferences or aversions of their temporal masters, or of their gods.

This servility though essentially selfish, is not hypocrisy; it gives rise to
perfectly genuine sentiments of abhorrence; it made men burn magicians and
heretics. Among so many baser influences, the general and obvious interests of
society have of course had a share, and a large one, in the direction of the moral
sentiments: less, however, as a matter of reason, and on their own account, than
as a consequence of the sympathies and antipathies which grew out of them: and
sympathies and antipathies which had little or nothing to do with the interests of
society, have made themselves felt in the establishment of moralities with quite as
great force.

The likings and dislikings of society, or of some powerful portion of it, are
thus the main thing which has practically determined the rules laid down for gen-
eral observance, under the penalties of law or opinion. And in general, those who
have been in advance of society in thought and feeling, have left this condition of
things unassailed in principle, however they may have come into conflict with it in
some of its details. They have occupied themselves rather in inquiring what things
society ought to like or dislike, than in questioning whether its likings or dislikings
should be a law to individuals. They preferred endeavouring to alter the feelings of
mankind on the particular points on which they were themselves heretical, rather
than make common cause in defence of freedom, with heretics generally. The
only case in which the higher ground has been taken on principle and maintained
with consistency, by any but an individual here and there, is that of religious
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belief: a case instructive in many ways, and not least so as forming a most striking
instance of the fallibility of what is called the moral sense: for the odium theologicum,
in a sincere bigot, is one of the most unequivocal cases of moral feeling.

Those who first broke the yoke of what called itself the Universal Church,
were in general as little willing to permit difference of religious opinion as that
church itself. But when the heat of the conflict was over, without giving a comp-
lete victory to any party, and each church or sect was reduced to limit its hopes to
retaining possession of the ground it already occupied; minorities, seeing that they
had no chance of becoming majorities, were under the necessity of pleading to
those whom they could not convert, for permission to differ. It is accordingly on
this battle-field, almost solely, that the rights of the individual against society have
been asserted on broad grounds of principle, and the claim of society to exercise
authority over dissentients openly controverted. The great writers to whom the
world owes what religious liberty it possesses, have mostly asserted freedom of
conscience as an indefeasible right, and denied absolutely that a human being is
accountable to others for his religious belief. 

Yet so natural to mankind is intolerance in whatever they really care about,
that religious freedom has hardly anywhere been practically realized, except where
religious indifference, which dislikes to have its peace disturbed by theological
quarrels, has added its weight to the scale. In the minds of almost all religious
persons, even in the most tolerant countries, the duty of toleration is admitted
with tacit reserves. One person will bear with dissent in matters of church govern-
ment, but not of dogma; another can tolerate everybody, short of a Papist or an
Unitarian; another, every one who believes in revealed religion; a few extend their
charity a little further, but stop at the belief in a God and in a future state. Where-
ver the sentiment of the majority is still genuine and intense, it is found to have
abated little of its claim to be obeyed.  . . . 

There is, in fact, no recognized principle by which the propriety or impro-
priety of government interference is customarily tested. People decide according
to their personal preferences. Some, whenever they see any good to be done, or
evil to be remedied, would willingly instigate the government to undertake the
business; while others prefer to bear almost any amount of social evil, rather than
add one to the departments of human interests amenable to governmental cont-
rol. And men range themselves on one or the other side in any particular case,
according to this general direction of their sentiments; or according to the degree
of interest which they feel in the particular thing which it is proposed that the
government should do; or according to the belief they entertain that the govern-
ment would, or would not, do it in the manner they prefer; but very rarely on
account of any opinion to which they consistently adhere, as to what things are fit
to be done by a government. And it seems to me that, in consequence of this
absence of rule or principle, one side is at present as often wrong as the other; the
interference of government is, with about equal frequency, improperly invoked
and improperly condemned.
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The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled
to govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of com-
pulsion and control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of
legal penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the
sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively in interfer-
ing with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the
only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a
civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good,
either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be com-
pelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to do so, because it will
make him happier, because, in the opinions of others, to do so would be wise, or
even right.

These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with
him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visiting
him with any evil, in case he do otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from
which it is desired to deter him must be calculated to produce evil to some one
else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to
society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself,
his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and
mind, the individual is sovereign.

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is meant to apply
only to human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are not speaking of
children, or of young persons below the age which the law may fix as that of man-
hood or womanhood. Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of
by others, must be protected against their own actions as well as against external
injury. For the same reason, we may leave out of consideration those backward
states of society in which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage. The
early difficulties in the way of spontaneous progress are so great, that there is
seldom any choice of means for overcoming them; and a ruler full of the spirit of
improvement is warranted in the use of any expedients that will attain an end,
perhaps otherwise unattainable.

Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians,
provided the end be their improvement, and the means justified by actually effect-
ing that end. Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anter-
ior to the time when mankind have become capable of being improved by free
and equal discussion. Until then, there is nothing for them but implicit obedience
to an Akbar or a Charlemagne, if they are so fortunate as to find one. But as soon
as mankind have attained the capacity of being guided to their own improvement
by conviction or persuasion (a period long since reached in all nations with whom
we need here concern ourselves), compulsion, either in the direct form or in that
of pains and penalties for non-compliance, is no longer admissible as a means to
their own good, and justifiable only for the security of others.
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It is proper to state that I forego any advantage which could be derived to
my argument from the idea of abstract right as a thing independent of utility. I
regard utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in
the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a progressive
being. Those interests, I contend, authorize the subjection of individual spontane-
ity to external control, only in respect to those actions of each, which concern the
interest of other people. If any one does an act hurtful to others, there is a prima
facie case for punishing him, by law, or, where legal penalties are not safely applic-
able, by general disapprobation. There are also many positive acts for the benefit
of others, which he may rightfully be compelled to perform; such as, to give evi-
dence in a court of justice; to bear his fair share in the common defence, or in any
other joint work necessary to the interest of the society of which he enjoys the
protection; and to perform certain acts of individual beneficence, such as saving a
fellow-creature’s life, or interposing to protect the defenceless against ill-usage,
things which whenever it is obviously a man’s duty to do, he may rightfully be
made responsible to society for not doing.

A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his
inaction, and in either case he is justly accountable to them for the injury. The
latter case, it is true, requires a much more cautious exercise of compulsion than
the former. To make any one answerable for doing evil to others, is the rule; to
make him answerable for not preventing evil, is, comparatively speaking, the
exception. Yet there are many cases clear enough and grave enough to justify that
exception. In all things which regard the external relations of the individual, he is
de jure amenable to those whose interests are concerned, and if need be, to
society as their protector.

There are often good reasons for not holding him to the responsibility;
but these reasons must arise from the special expediencies of the case: either
because it is a kind of case in which he is on the whole likely to act better, when
left to his own discretion, than when controlled in any way in which society have
it in their power to control him; or because the attempt to exercise control would
produce other evils, greater than those which it would prevent. When such
reasons as these preclude the enforcement of responsibility, the conscience of the
agent himself should step into the vacant judgment-seat, and protect those inter-
ests of others which have no external protection; judging himself all the more
rigidly, because the case does not admit of his being made accountable to the
judgment of his fellow creatures.

But there is a sphere of action in which society, as distinguished from the
individual, has, if any, only an indirect interest; comprehending all that portion of
a person’s life and conduct which affects only himself, or, if it also affects others,
only with their free, voluntary, and undeceived consent and participation. When I
say only himself, I mean directly, and in the first instance: for whatever affects
himself, may affect others through himself; and the objection which may be
grounded on this contingency, will receive consideration in the sequel. This, then,
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is the appropriate region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain
of consciousness; demanding liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive
sense; liberty of thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment
on all subjects, practical or speculative, scientific, moral, or theological. 

The liberty of expressing and publishing opinions may seem to fall under a
different principle, since it belongs to that part of the conduct of an individual
which concerns other people; but, being almost of as much importance as the
liberty of thought itself, and resting in great part on the same reasons, is practical-
ly inseparable from it. Secondly, the principle requires liberty of tastes and pur-
suits; of framing the plan of our life to suit our own character; of doing as we like,
subject to such consequences as may follow; without impediment from our
fellow-creatures, so long as what we do does not harm them even though they
should think our conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from this liberty of
each individual, follows the liberty, within the same limits, of combination among
individuals; freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving harm to others: the
persons combining being supposed to be of full age, and not forced or deceived.

No society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, respected, is
free, whatever may be its form of government; and none is completely free in
which they do not exist absolute and unqualified. The only freedom which
deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as
we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it.
Each is the proper guardian of his own health, whether bodily, or mental or
spiritual. Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each other to live as seems good
to themselves, than by compelling each to live as seems good to the rest.

Though this doctrine is anything but new, and, to some persons, may have
the air of a truism, there is no doctrine which stands more directly opposed to the
general tendency of existing opinion and practice. Society has expended fully as
much effort in the attempt (according to its lights) to compel people to conform
to its notions of personal, as of social excellence. The ancient commonwealths
thought themselves entitled to practise, and the ancient philosophers countenan-
ced, the regulation of every part of private conduct by public authority, on the
ground that the State had a deep interest in the whole bodily and mental discipline
of every one of its citizens, a mode of thinking which may have been admissible in
small republics surrounded by powerful enemies, in constant peril of being sub-
verted by foreign attack or internal commotion, and to which even a short inter-
val of relaxed energy and self-command might so easily be fatal, that they could
not afford to wait for the salutary permanent effects of freedom.

In the modern world, the greater size of political communities, and above
all, the separation between the spiritual and temporal authority (which placed the
direction of men’s consciences in other hands than those which controlled their
worldly affairs), prevented so great an interference by law in the details of private
life; but the engines of moral repression have been wielded more strenuously
against divergence from the reigning opinion in self-regarding, than even in social
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matters; religion, the most powerful of the elements which have entered into the
formation of moral feeling, having almost always been governed either by the
ambition of a hierarchy, seeking control over every department of human con-
duct, or by the spirit of Puritanism. And some of those modern reformers who
have placed themselves in strongest opposition to the religions of the past, have
been noway behind either churches or sects in their assertion of the right of
spiritual domination: M. Comte, in particular, whose social system, as unfolded in
his Traite de Politique Positive, aims at establishing (though by moral more than by
legal appliances) a despotism of society over the individual, surpassing anything
contemplated in the political ideal of the most rigid disciplinarian among the
ancient philosophers.

Apart from the peculiar tenets of individual thinkers, there is also in the
world at large an increasing inclination to stretch unduly the powers of society
over the individual, both by the force of opinion and even by that of legislation:
and as the tendency of all the changes taking place in the world is to strengthen
society, and diminish the power of the individual, this encroachment is not one of
the evils which tend spontaneously to disappear, but, on the contrary, to grow
more and more formidable. The disposition of mankind, whether as rulers or as
fellow-citizens, to impose their own opinions and inclinations as a rule of conduct
on others, is so energetically supported by some of the best and by some of the
worst feelings incident to human nature, that it is hardly ever kept under restraint
by anything but want of power; and as the power is not declining, but growing,
unless a strong barrier of moral conviction can be raised against the mischief, we
must expect, in the present circumstances of the world, to see it increase.

It will be convenient for the argument, if, instead of at once entering upon
the general thesis, we confine ourselves in the first instance to a single branch of
it, on which the principle here stated is, if not fully, yet to a certain point, recog-
nized by the current opinions. This one branch is the Liberty of Thought: from
which it is impossible to separate the cognate liberty of speaking and of writing.
Although these liberties, to some considerable amount, form part of the political
morality of all countries which profess religious toleration and free institutions,
the grounds, both philosophical and practical, on which they rest, are perhaps not
so familiar to the general mind, nor so thoroughly appreciated by many even of
the leaders of opinion, as might have been expected. Those grounds, when rightly
understood, are of much wider application than to only one division of the sub-
ject, and a thorough consideration of this part of the question will be found the
best introduction to the remainder. Those to whom nothing which I am about to
say will be new, may therefore, I hope, excuse me, if on a subject which for now
three centuries has been so often discussed, I venture on one discussion more.
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Chapter 2
Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion

THE time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any defence would be nec-
essary of the “liberty of the press” as one of the securities against corrupt or
tyrannical government. No argument, we may suppose, can now be needed,
against permitting a legislature or an executive, not identified in interest with the
people, to prescribe opinions to them, and determine what doctrines or what
arguments they shall be allowed to hear. This aspect of the question, besides, has
been so often and so triumphantly enforced by preceding writers, that it needs
not be specially insisted on in this place. Though the law of England, on the sub-
ject of the press, is as servile to this day as it was in the time of the Tudors, there
is little danger of its being actually put in force against political discussion, except
during some temporary panic, when fear of insurrection drives ministers and
judges from their propriety; and, speaking generally, it is not, in constitutional
countries, to be apprehended that the government, whether completely responsi-
ble to the people or not, will often attempt to control the expression of opinion,
except when in doing so it makes itself the organ of the general intolerance of the
public.

Let us suppose, therefore, that the government is entirely at one with the
people, and never thinks of exerting any power of coercion unless in agreement
with what it conceives to be their voice. But I deny the right of the people to
exercise such coercion, either by themselves or by their government. The power
itself is illegitimate. The best government has no more title to it than the worst. It
is as noxious, or more noxious, when exerted in accordance with public opinion,
than when in opposition to it. If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and
only one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justi-
fied in silencing that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified
in silencing mankind.

Were an opinion a personal possession of no value except to the owner; if
to be obstructed in the enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, it would make
some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a few persons or on
many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is
robbing the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation; those who
dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right,
they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they
lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impres-
sion of truth, produced by its collision with error.

It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses, each of which
has a distinct branch of the argument corresponding to it. We can never be sure
that the opinion we are endeavouring to stifle is a false opinion; and if we were
sure, stifling it would be an evil still.
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First: the opinion which it is attempted to suppress by authority may pos-
sibly be true. Those who desire to suppress it, of course deny its truth; but they
are not infallible. They have no authority to decide the question for all mankind,
and exclude every other person from the means of judging. To refuse a hearing to
an opinion, because they are sure that it is false, is to assume that their certainty is
the same thing as absolute certainty. All silencing of discussion is an assumption
of infallibility. Its condemnation may be allowed to rest on this common argu-
ment, not the worse for being common.

Unfortunately for the good sense of mankind, the fact of their fallibility is
far from carrying the weight in their practical judgment, which is always allowed to
it in theory; for while every one well knows himself to be fallible, few think it
necessary to take any precautions against their own fallibility, or admit the suppo-
sition that any opinion of which they feel very certain, may be one of the examp-
les of the error to which they acknowledge themselves to be liable. Absolute
princes, or others who are accustomed to unlimited deference, usually feel this
complete confidence in their own opinions on nearly all subjects. People more
happily situated, who sometimes hear their opinions disputed, and are not wholly
unused to be set right when they are wrong, place the same unbounded reliance
only on such of their opinions as are shared by all who surround them, or to
whom they habitually defer: for in proportion to a man’s want of confidence in
his own solitary judgment, does he usually repose, with implicit trust, on the infal-
libility of “the world” in general.

And the world, to each individual, means the part of it with which he
comes in contact; his party, his sect, his church, his class of society: the man may
be called, by comparison, almost liberal and large-minded to whom it means any-
thing so comprehensive as his own country or his own age. Nor is his faith in this
collective authority at all shaken by his being aware that other ages, countries,
sects, churches, classes, and parties have thought, and even now think, the exact
reverse. He devolves upon his own world the responsibility of being in the right
against the dissentient worlds of other people; and it never troubles him that mere
accident has decided which of these numerous worlds is the object of his reliance,
and that the same causes which make him a Churchman in London, would have
made him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Pekin. Yet it is as evident in itself as any
amount of argument can make it, that ages are no more infallible than individuals;
every age having held many opinions which subsequent ages have deemed not
only false but absurd; and it is as certain that many opinions, now general, will be
rejected by future ages, as it is that many, once general, are rejected by the
present.

The objection likely to be made to this argument, would probably take
some such form as the following. There is no greater assumption of infallibility in
forbidding the propagation of error, than in any other thing which is done by
public authority on its own judgment and responsibility. Judgment is given to men
that they may use it. Because it may be used erroneously, are men to be told that
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they ought not to use it at all? To prohibit what they think pernicious, is not
claiming exemption from error, but fulfilling the duty incumbent on them,
although fallible, of acting on their conscientious conviction. If we were never to
act on our opinions, because those opinions may be wrong, we should leave all
our interests uncared for, and all our duties unperformed. An objection which
applies to all conduct can be no valid objection to any conduct in particular.

It is the duty of governments, and of individuals, to form the truest
opinions they can; to form them carefully, and never impose them upon others
unless they are quite sure of being right. But when they are sure (such reasoners
may say), it is not conscientiousness but cowardice to shrink from acting on their
opinions, and allow doctrines which they honestly think dangerous to the welfare
of mankind, either in this life or in another, to be scattered abroad without
restraint, because other people, in less enlightened times, have persecuted opin-
ions now believed to be true. Let us take care, it may be said, not to make the
same mistake: but governments and nations have made mistakes in other things,
which are not denied to be fit subjects for the exercise of authority: they have laid
on bad taxes, made unjust wars. Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes, and,
under whatever provocation, make no wars? Men, and governments, must act to
the best of their ability. There is no such thing as absolute certainty, but there is
assurance sufficient for the purposes of human life. We may, and must, assume
our opinion to be true for the guidance of our own conduct: and it is assuming no
more when we forbid bad men to pervert society by the propagation of opinions
which we regard as false and pernicious.

I answer, that it is assuming very much more. There is the greatest differ-
ence between presuming an opinion to be true, because, with every opportunity
for contesting it, it has not been refuted, and assuming its truth for the purpose of
not permitting its refutation. Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our
opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes
of action; and on no other terms can a being with human faculties have any
rational assurance of being right.

When we consider either the history of opinion, or the ordinary conduct
of human life, to what is it to be ascribed that the one and the other are no worse
than they are? Not certainly to the inherent force of the human understanding;
for, on any matter not self-evident, there are ninety-nine persons totally incapable
of judging of it, for one who is capable; and the capacity of the hundredth person
is only comparative; for the majority of the eminent men of every past generation
held many opinions now known to be erroneous, and did or approved numerous
things which no one will now justify. Why is it, then, that there is on the whole a
preponderance among mankind of rational opinions and rational conduct? If
there really is this preponderance—which there must be, unless human affairs are,
and have always been, in an almost desperate state—it is owing to a quality of the
human mind, the source of everything respectable in man, either as an intellectual
or as a moral being, namely, that his errors are corrigible. He is capable of rectify-
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ing his mistakes by discussion and experience. Not by experience alone. There
must be discussion, to show how experience is to be interpreted.

Wrong opinions and practices gradually yield to fact and argument: but
facts and arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be brought before
it. Very few facts are able to tell their own story, without comments to bring out
their meaning. The whole strength and value, then, of human judgment, depend-
ing on the one property, that it can be set right when it is wrong, reliance can be
placed on it only when the means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand. In
the case of any person whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how has
it become so? Because he has kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions and
conduct. Because it has been his practice to listen to all that could be said against
him; to profit by as much of it as was just, and expound to himself, and upon oc-
casion to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious. Because he has felt, that the
only way in which a human being can make some approach to knowing the whole
of a subject, is by hearing what can be said about it by persons of every variety of
opinion, and studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every character of
mind.

No wise man ever acquired his wisdom in any mode but this; nor is it in
the nature of human intellect to become wise in any other manner. The steady
habit of correcting and completing his own opinion by collating it with those of
others, so far from causing doubt and hesitation in carrying it into practice, is the
only stable foundation for a just reliance on it: for, being cognizant of all that can,
at least obviously, be said against him, and having taken up his position against all
gainsayers knowing that he has sought for objections and difficulties, instead of
avoiding them, and has shut out no light which can be thrown upon the subject
from any quarter—he has a right to think his judgment better than that of any
person, or any multitude, who have not gone through a similar process.

It is not too much to require that what the wisest of mankind, those who
are best entitled to trust their own judgment, find necessary to warrant their rely-
ing on it, should be submitted to by that miscellaneous collection of a few wise
and many foolish individuals, called the public. The most intolerant of churches,
the Roman Catholic Church, even at the canonization of a saint, admits, and
listens patiently to, a “devil’s advocate.” The holiest of men, it appears, cannot be
admitted to posthumous honors, until all that the devil could say against him is
known and weighed. If even the Newtonian philosophy were not permitted to be
questioned, mankind could not feel as complete assurance of its truth as they now
do. The beliefs which we have most warrant for, have no safeguard to rest on, but
a standing invitation to the whole world to prove them unfounded. If the challen-
ge is not accepted, or is accepted and the attempt fails, we are far enough from
certainty still; but we have done the best that the existing state of human reason
admits of; we have neglected nothing that could give the truth a chance of reach-
ing us: if the lists are kept open, we may hope that if there be a better truth, it will
be found when the human mind is capable of receiving it; and in the meantime we
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may rely on having attained such approach to truth, as is possible in our own day.
This is the amount of certainty attainable by a fallible being, and this the sole way
of attaining it.

Strange it is, that men should admit the validity of the arguments for free
discussion, but object to their being “pushed to an extreme;” not seeing that
unless the reasons are good for an extreme case, they are not good for any case.
Strange that they should imagine that they are not assuming infallibility when they
acknowledge that there should be free discussion on all subjects which can possib-
ly be doubtful, but think that some particular principle or doctrine should be for-
bidden to be questioned because it is so certain, that is, because they are certain
that it is certain. To call any proposition certain, while there is any one who would
deny its certainty if permitted, but who is not permitted, is to assume that we our-
selves, and those who agree with us, are the judges of certainty, and judges with-
out hearing the other side.   . . . 

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument, and dismissing
the supposition that any of the received opinions may be false, let us assume them
to be true, and examine into the worth of the manner in which they are likely to
be held, when their truth is not freely and openly canvassed. However unwillingly
a person who has a strong opinion may admit the possibility that his opinion may
be false, he ought to be moved by the consideration that however true it may be,
if it is not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as a dead
dogma, not a living truth.

There is a class of persons (happily not quite so numerous as formerly)
who think it enough if a person assents undoubtingly to what they think true,
though he has no knowledge whatever of the grounds of the opinion, and could
not make a tenable defence of it against the most superficial objections. Such
persons, if they can once get their creed taught from authority, naturally think that
no good, and some harm, comes of its being allowed to be questioned. Where
their influence prevails, they make it nearly impossible for the received opinion to
be rejected wisely and considerately, though it may still be rejected rashly and
ignorantly; for to shut out discussion entirely is seldom possible, and when it once
gets in, beliefs not grounded on conviction are apt to give way before the slightest
semblance of an argument. Waiving, however, this possibility—assuming that the
true opinion abides in the mind, but abides as a prejudice, a belief independent of,
and proof against, argument—this is not the way in which truth ought to be held
by a rational being. This is not knowing the truth. Truth, thus held, is but one
superstition the more, accidentally clinging to the words which enunciate a truth.

If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be cultivated, a thing
which Protestants at least do not deny, on what can these faculties be more
appropriately exercised by any one, than on the things which concern him so
much that it is considered necessary for him to hold opinions on them? If the
cultivation of the understanding consists in one thing more than in another, it is
surely in learning the grounds of one’s own opinions. Whatever people believe, on
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subjects on which it is of the first importance to believe rightly, they ought to be
able to defend against at least the common objections. But, some one may say,
“Let them be taught the grounds of their opinions. It does not follow that
opinions must be merely parroted because they are never heard controverted.
Persons who learn geometry do not simply commit the theorems to memory, but
understand and learn likewise the demonstrations; and it would be absurd to say
that they remain ignorant of the grounds of geometrical truths, because they
never hear any one deny, and attempt to disprove them.”

Undoubtedly: and such teaching suffices on a subject like mathematics,
where there is nothing at all to be said on the wrong side of the question. The
peculiarity of the evidence of mathematical truths is, that all the argument is on
one side. There are no objections, and no answers to objections. But on every
subject on which difference of opinion is possible, the truth depends on a balance
to be struck between two sets of conflicting reasons. Even in natural philosophy,
there is always some other explanation possible of the same facts; some geocent-
ric theory instead of heliocentric, some phlogiston instead of oxygen; and it has to
be shown why that other theory cannot be the true one: and until this is shown
and until we know how it is shown, we do not understand the grounds of our
opinion. But when we turn to subjects infinitely more complicated, to morals,
religion, politics, social relations, and the business of life, three-fourths of the
arguments for every disputed opinion consist in dispelling the appearances which
favor some opinion different from it. The greatest orator, save one, of antiquity,
has left it on record that he always studied his adversary’s case with as great, if not
with still greater, intensity than even his own.

What Cicero practised as the means of forensic success, requires to be
imitated by all who study any subject in order to arrive at the truth. He who
knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His reasons may be
good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable
to refute the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not so much as know what
they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position for
him would be suspension of judgment, and unless he contents himself with that,
he is either led by authority, or adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to
which he feels most inclination. Nor is it enough that he should hear the argu-
ments of adversaries from his own teachers, presented as they state them, and
accompanied by what they offer as refutations.

This is not the way to do justice to the arguments, or bring them into real
contact with his own mind. He must be able to hear them from persons who
actually believe them; who defend them in earnest, and do their very utmost for
them. He must know them in their most plausible and persuasive form; he must
feel the whole force of the difficulty which the true view of the subject has to
encounter and dispose of, else he will never really possess himself of the portion
of truth which meets and removes that difficulty. 
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Ninety-nine in a hundred of what are called educated men are in this con-
dition, even of those who can argue fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion
may be true, but it might be false for anything they know: they have never thrown
themselves into the mental position of those who think differently from them,
and considered what such persons may have to say; and consequently they do not,
in any proper sense of the word, know the doctrine which they themselves pro-
fess. They do not know those parts of it which explain and justify the remainder;
the considerations which show that a fact which seemingly conflicts with another
is reconcilable with it, or that, of two apparently strong reasons, one and not the
other ought to be preferred.

All that part of the truth which turns the scale, and decides the judgment
of a completely informed mind, they are strangers to; nor is it ever really known,
but to those who have attended equally and impartially to both sides, and endeav-
ored to see the reasons of both in the strongest light. So essential is this discipline
to a real understanding of moral and human subjects, that if opponents of all im-
portant truths do not exist, it is indispensable to imagine them and supply them
with the strongest arguments which the most skilful devil’s advocate can conjure
up.   . . . 

We have now recognized the necessity to the mental wellbeing of man-
kind (on which all their other well-being depends) of freedom of opinion, and
freedom of the expression of opinion, on four distinct grounds; which we will
now briefly recapitulate.

First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught
we can certainly know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very com-
monly does, contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing opini-
on on any object is rarely or never the whole truth, it is only by the collision of
adverse opinions that the remainder of the truth has any chance of being
supplied.

Thirdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, but the whole truth;
unless it is suffered to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it
will, by most of those who receive it, be held in the manner of a prejudice, with
little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. And not only this, but,
fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself will be in danger of being lost, or
enfeebled, and deprived of its vital effect on the character and conduct: the
dogma becoming a mere formal profession, inefficacious for good, but cumbering
the ground, and preventing the growth of any real and heartfelt conviction, from
reason or personal experience.   . . . 
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Chapter 3
On Individuality, As One of the Elements of Well-Being

SUCH being the reasons which make it imperative that human beings
should be free to form opinions, and to express their opinions without reserve;
and such the baneful consequences to the intellectual, and through that to the
moral nature of man, unless this liberty is either conceded, or asserted in spite of
prohibition; let us next examine whether the same reasons do not require that
men should be free to act upon their opinions—to carry these out in their lives,
without hindrance, either physical or moral, from their fellow-men, so long as it is
at their own risk and peril. This last proviso is of course indispensable. No one
pretends that actions should be as free as opinions. On the contrary, even opin-
ions lose their immunity, when the circumstances in which they are expressed are
such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some mischievous
act. An opinion that corndealers are starvers of the poor, or that private property
is robbery, ought to be unmolested when simply circulated through the press, but
may justly incur punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled
before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about among the same mob in
the form of a placard. 

Acts of whatever kind, which, without justifiable cause, do harm to others,
may be, and in the more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by
the unfavorable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active interference of man-
kind. The liberty of the individual must be thus far limited; he must not make
himself a nuisance to other people. But if he refrains from molesting others in
what concerns them, and merely acts according to his own inclination and judg-
ment in things which concern himself, the same reasons which show that opinion
should be free, prove also that he should be allowed, without molestation, to carry
his opinions into practice at his own cost. That mankind are not infallible; that
their truths, for the most part, are only half-truths; that unity of opinion, unless
resulting from the fullest and freest comparison of opposite opinions, is not desir-
able, and diversity not an evil, but a good, until mankind are much more capable
than at present of recognizing all sides of the truth, are principles applicable to
men’s modes of action, not less than to their opinions. 

As it is useful that while mankind are imperfect there should be different
opinions, so is it that there should be different experiments of living; that free
scope should be given to varieties of character, short of injury to others; and that
the worth of different modes of life should be proved practically, when any one
thinks fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that in things which do not primar-
ily concern others, individuality should assert itself. Where, not the person’s own
character, but the traditions of customs of other people are the rule of conduct,
there is wanting one of the principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite
the chief ingredient of individual and social progress.
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In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty to be encountered does
not lie in the appreciation of means towards an acknowledged end, but in the
indifference of persons in general to the end itself. If it were felt that the free
development of individuality is one of the leading essentials of well-being; that it is
not only a coordinate element with all that is designated by the terms civilization,
instruction, education, culture, but is itself a necessary part and condition of all
those things; there would be no danger that liberty should be undervalued, and
the adjustment of the boundaries between it and social control would present no
extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is, that individual spontaneity is hardly recog-
nized by the common modes of thinking as having any intrinsic worth, or deserv-
ing any regard on its own account.

The majority, being satisfied with the ways of mankind as they now are
(for it is they who make them what they are), cannot comprehend why those ways
should not be good enough for everybody; and what is more, spontaneity forms
no part of the ideal of the majority of moral and social reformers, but is rather
looked on with jealousy, as a troublesome and perhaps rebellious obstruction to
the general acceptance of what these reformers, in their own judgment, think
would be best for mankind. Few persons, out of Germany, even comprehend the
meaning of the doctrine which Wilhelm von Humboldt, so eminent both as a
savant and as a politician, made the text of a treatise— that “the end of man, or
that which is prescribed by the eternal or immutable dictates of reason, and not
suggested by vague and transient desires, is the highest and most harmonious
development of his powers to a complete and consistent whole;” that, therefore,
the object “towards which every human being must ceaselessly direct his efforts,
and on which especially those who design to influence their fellow-men must ever
keep their eyes, is the individuality of power and development;” that for this there
are two requisites, “freedom, and a variety of situations;” and that from the union
of these arise “individual vigor and manifold diversity,” which combine themsel-
ves in “originality.”   . . .

The human faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling,
mental activity, and even moral preference, are exercised only in making a choice.
He who does anything because it is the custom, makes no choice. He gains no
practice either in discerning or in desiring what is best. The mental and moral, like
the muscular powers, are improved only by being used. The faculties are called
into no exercise by doing a thing merely because others do it, no more than by
believing a thing only because others believe it. If the grounds of an opinion are
not conclusive to the person’s own reason, his reason cannot be strengthened,
but is likely to be weakened by his adopting it: and if the inducements to an act
are not such as are consentaneous to his own feelings and character (where affec-
tion, or the rights of others are not concerned), it is so much done towards ren-
dering his feelings and character inert and torpid, instead of active and energetic.

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for
him, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who
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chooses his plan for himself, employs all his faculties. He must use observation to
see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to gather materials for decision,
discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and self-control to
hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities he requires and exercises exact-
ly in proportion as the part of his conduct which he determines according to his
own judgment and feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be guided in
some good path, and kept out of harm’s way, without any of these things.

But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? It really is of
importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of men they are that do
it. Among the works of man, which human life is rightly employed in perfecting
and beautifying, the first in importance surely is man himself. Supposing it were
possible to get houses built, corn grown, battles fought, causes tried, and even
churches erected and prayers said, by machinery—by automatons in human form
—it would be a considerable loss to exchange for these automatons even the men
and women who at present inhabit the more civilized parts of the world, and who
assuredly are but starved specimens of what nature can and will produce. Human
nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the work
prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develop itself on all sides,
according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living thing.

It will probably be conceded that it is desirable people should exercise
their understandings, and that an intelligent following of custom, or even occa-
sionally an intelligent deviation from custom, is better than a blind and simply
mechanical adhesion to it. To a certain extent it is admitted, that our understand-
ing should be our own: but there is not the same willingness to admit that our
desires and impulses should be our own likewise; or that to possess impulses of
our own, and of any strength, is anything but a peril and a snare. Yet desires and
impulses are as much a part of a perfect human being, as beliefs and restraints:
and strong impulses are only perilous when not properly balanced; when one set
of aims and inclinations is developed into strength, while others, which ought to
coexist with them, remain weak and inactive. It is not because men’s desires are
strong that they act ill; it is because their consciences are weak. 

There is no natural connection between strong impulses and a weak cons-
cience. The natural connection is the other way. To say that one person’s desires
and feelings are stronger and more various than those of another, is merely to say
that he has more of the raw material of human nature, and is therefore capable,
perhaps of more evil, but certainly of more good. Strong impulses are but another
name for energy. Energy may be turned to bad uses; but more good may always
be made of an energetic nature, than of an indolent and impassive one. Those
who have most natural feeling, are always those whose cultivated feelings may be
made the strongest. The same strong susceptibilities which make the personal
impulses vivid and powerful, are also the source from whence are generated the
most passionate love of virtue, and the sternest self-control. It is through the cul-
tivation of these, that society both does its duty and protects its interests: not by
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rejecting the stuff of which heroes are made, because it knows not how to make
them.

A person whose desires and impulses are his own—are the expression of
his own nature, as it has been developed and modified by his own culture—is said
to have a character. One whose desires and impulses are not his own, has no
character, no more than a steam-engine has a character. If, in addition to being his
own, his impulses are strong, and are under the government of a strong will, he
has an energetic character. Whoever thinks that individuality of desires and impul-
ses should not be encouraged to unfold itself, must maintain that society has no
need of strong natures—is not the better for containing many persons who have
much character—and that a high general average of energy is not desirable.

In some early states of society, these forces might be, and were, too much
ahead of the power which society then possessed of disciplining and controlling
them. There has been a time when the element of spontaneity and individuality
was in excess, and the social principle had a hard struggle with it. The difficulty
then was, to induce men of strong bodies or minds to pay obedience to any rules
which required them to control their impulses. To overcome this difficulty, law
and discipline, like the Popes struggling against the Emperors, asserted a power
over the whole man, claiming to control all his life in order to control his charac-
ter—which society had not found any other sufficient means of binding. But soci-
ety has now fairly got the better of individuality; and the danger which threatens
human nature is not the excess, but the deficiency, of personal impulses and pref-
erences. Things are vastly changed, since the passions of those who were strong
by station or by personal endowment were in a state of habitual rebellion against
laws and ordinances, and required to be rigorously chained up to enable the per-
sons within their reach to enjoy any particle of security. In our times, from the
highest class of society down to the lowest every one lives as under the eye of a
hostile and dreaded censorship.

Not only in what concerns others, but in what concerns only themselves,
the individual, or the family, do not ask themselves—what do I prefer? or, what
would suit my character and disposition? or, what would allow the best and high-
est in me to have fair play, and enable it to grow and thrive? They ask themselves,
what is suitable to my position? what is usually done by persons of my station and
pecuniary circumstances? or (worse still) what is usually done by persons of a
station and circumstances superior to mine? I do not mean that they choose what
is customary, in preference to what suits their own inclination. It does not occur
to them to have any inclination, except for what is customary. Thus the mind
itself is bowed to the yoke: even in what people do for pleasure, conformity is the
first thing thought of; they like in crowds; they exercise choice only among things
commonly done: peculiarity of taste, eccentricity of conduct, are shunned equally
with crimes: until by dint of not following their own nature, they have no nature
to follow: their human capacities are withered and starved: they become incapable
of any strong wishes or native pleasures, and are generally without either opinions
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or feelings of home growth, or properly their own. Now is this, or is it not, the
desirable condition of human nature?   . . . 

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is individual in themsel-
ves, but by cultivating it and calling it forth, within the limits imposed by the
rights and interests of others, that human beings become a noble and beautiful
object of contemplation; and as the works partake the character of those who do
them, by the same process human life also becomes rich, diversified, and animat-
ing, furnishing more abundant aliment to high thoughts and elevating feelings, and
strengthening the tie which binds every individual to the race, by making the race
infinitely better worth belonging to. In proportion to the development of his indi-
viduality, each person becomes more valuable to himself, and is therefore capable
of being more valuable to others. There is a greater fulness of life about his own
existence, and when there is more life in the units there is more in the mass which
is composed of them. As much compression as is necessary to prevent the
stronger specimens of human nature from encroaching on the rights of others,
cannot be dispensed with; but for this there is ample compensation even in the
point of view of human development. 

The means of development which the individual loses by being prevented
from gratifying his inclinations to the injury of others, are chiefly obtained at the
expense of the development of other people. And even to himself there is a full
equivalent in the better development of the social part of his nature, rendered
possible by the restraint put upon the selfish part. To be held to rigid rules of
justice for the sake of others, develops the feelings and capacities which have the
good of others for their object. But to be restrained in things not affecting their
good, by their mere displeasure, develops nothing valuable, except such force of
character as may unfold itself in resisting the restraint. If acquiesced in, it dulls and
blunts the whole nature. To give any fair play to the nature of each, it is essential
that different persons should be allowed to lead different lives. In proportion as
this latitude has been exercised in any age, has that age been noteworthy to post-
erity. Even despotism does not produce its worst effects, so long as Individuality
exists under it; and whatever crushes individuality is despotism, by whatever name
it may be called, and whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God or the
injunctions of men.

Having said that Individuality is the same thing with development, and
that it is only the cultivation of individuality which produces, or can produce, well-
developed human beings, I might here close the argument: for what more or
better can be said of any condition of human affairs, than that it brings human
beings themselves nearer to the best thing they can be? or what worse can be said
of any obstruction to good, than that it prevents this? Doubtless, however, these
considerations will not suffice to convince those who most need convincing; and
it is necessary further to show, that these developed human beings are of some
use to the undeveloped — to point out to those who do not desire liberty, and
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would not avail themselves of it, that they may be in some intelligible manner
rewarded for allowing other people to make use of it without hindrance.

In the first place, then, I would suggest that they might possibly learn
something from them. It will not be denied by anybody, that originality is a valu-
able element in human affairs. There is always need of persons not only to dis-
cover new truths, and point out when what were once truths are true no longer,
but also to commence new practices, and set the example of more enlightened
conduct, and better taste and sense in human life. This cannot well be gainsaid by
anybody who does not believe that the world has already attained perfection in all
its ways and practices. It is true that this benefit is not capable of being rendered
by everybody alike: there are but few persons, in comparison with the whole of
mankind, whose experiments, if adopted by others, would be likely to be any
improvement on established practice. But these few are the salt of the earth;
without them, human life would become a stagnant pool.

Not only is it they who introduce good things which did not before exist;
it is they who keep the life in those which already existed. If there were nothing
new to be done, would human intellect cease to be necessary? Would it be a
reason why those who do the old things should forget why they are done, and do
them like cattle, not like human beings? There is only too great a tendency in the
best beliefs and practices to degenerate into the mechanical; and unless there were
a succession of persons whose ever-recurring originality prevents the grounds of
those beliefs and practices from becoming merely traditional, such dead matter
would not resist the smallest shock from anything really alive, and there would be
no reason why civilization should not die out, as in the Byzantine Empire.
Persons of genius, it is true, are, and are always likely to be, a small minority; but
in order to have them, it is necessary to preserve the soil in which they grow. 

Genius can only breathe freely in an atmosphere of freedom. Persons of
genius are, ex vi termini [by definition] more individual than any other people—less
capable, consequently, of fitting themselves, without hurtful compression, into
any of the small number of moulds which society provides in order to save its
members the trouble of forming their own character. If from timidity they con-
sent to be forced into one of these moulds, and to let all that part of themselves
which cannot expand under the pressure remain unexpanded, society will be little
the better for their genius. If they are of a strong character, and break their fetters
they become a mark for the society which has not succeeded in reducing them to
common-place, to point at with solemn warning as “wild,” “erratic,” and the like;
much as if one should complain of the Niagara river for not flowing smoothly
between its banks like a Dutch canal.

I insist thus emphatically on the importance of genius, and the necessity
of allowing it to unfold itself freely both in thought and in practice, being well
aware that no one will deny the position in theory, but knowing also that almost
every one, in reality, is totally indifferent to it. People think genius a fine thing if it
enables a man to write an exciting poem, or paint a picture. But in its true sense,
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that of originality in thought and action, though no one says that it is not a thing
to be admired, nearly all, at heart, think they can do very well without it. Unhappi-
ly this is too natural to be wondered at. Originality is the one thing which unorigi-
nal minds cannot feel the use of. They cannot see what it is to do for them: how
should they? If they could see what it would do for them, it would not be original-
ity. The first service which originality has to render them, is that of opening their
eyes: which being once fully done, they would have a chance of being themselves
original. Meanwhile, recollecting that nothing was ever yet done which some one
was not the first to do, and that all good things which exist are the fruits of origin-
ality, let them be modest enough to believe that there is something still left for it
to accomplish, and assure themselves that they are more in need of originality, the
less they are conscious of the want.

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even paid, to real
or supposed mental superiority, the general tendency of things throughout the
world is to render mediocrity the ascendant power among mankind. In ancient
history, in the Middle Ages, and in a diminishing degree through the long transi-
tion from feudality to the present time, the individual was a power in himself; and
If he had either great talents or a high social position, he was a considerable
power. At present individuals are lost in the crowd. In politics it is almost a trivial-
ity to say that public opinion now rules the world. The only power deserving the
name is that of masses, and of governments while they make themselves the
organ of the tendencies and instincts of masses. This is as true in the moral and
social relations of private life as in public transactions. Those whose opinions go
by the name of public opinion, are not always the same sort of public: in America,
they are the whole white population; in England, chiefly the middle class. But they
are always a mass, that is to say, collective mediocrity. And what is still greater
novelty, the mass do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in Church or
State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking is done for them by
men much like themselves, addressing them or speaking in their name, on the
spur of the moment, through the newspapers.

I am not complaining of all this. I do not assert that anything better is
compatible, as a general rule, with the present low state of the human mind. But
that does not hinder the government of mediocrity from being mediocre govern-
ment. No government by a democracy or a numerous aristocracy, either in its
political acts or in the opinions, qualities, and tone of mind which it fosters, ever
did or could rise above mediocrity, except in so far as the sovereign Many have let
themselves be guided (which in their best times they always have done) by the
counsels and influence of a more highly gifted and instructed One or Few. The
initiation of all wise or noble things, comes and must come from individuals; gen-
erally at first from some one individual. The honor and glory of the average man
is that he is capable of following that initiative; that he can respond internally to
wise and noble things, and be led to them with his eyes open. 
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I am not countenancing the sort of “hero-worship” which applauds the
strong man of genius for forcibly seizing on the government of the world and
making it do his bidding in spite of itself. All he can claim is, freedom to point out
the way. The power of compelling others into it, is not only inconsistent with the
freedom and development of all the rest, but corrupting to the strong man him-
self. It does seem, however, that when the opinions of masses of merely average
men are everywhere become or becoming the dominant power, the counterpoise
and corrective to that tendency would be, the more and more pronounced indi-
viduality of those who stand on the higher eminences of thought. 

It is in these circumstances most especially, that exceptional individuals,
instead of being deterred, should be encouraged in acting differently from the
mass. In other times there was no advantage in their doing so, unless they acted
not only differently, but better. In this age the mere example of non-conformity,
the mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service. Precisely because
the tyranny of opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in
order to break through that tyranny, that people should be eccentric. Eccentricity
has always abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and
the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally been proportional to the
amount of genius, mental vigor, and moral courage which it contained. That so
few now dare to be eccentric, marks the chief danger of the time.

I have said that it is important to give the freest scope possible to uncus-
tomary things, in order that it may in time appear which of these are fit to be con-
verted into customs. But independence of action, and disregard of custom are not
solely deserving of encouragement for the chance they afford that better modes
of action, and customs more worthy of general adoption, may be struck out; nor
is it only persons of decided mental superiority who have a just claim to carry on
their lives in their own way. There is no reason that all human existences should
be constructed on some one, or some small number of patterns. If a person pos-
sesses any tolerable amount of common sense and experience, his own mode of
laying out his existence is the best, not because it is the best in itself, but because
it is his own mode.

Human beings are not like sheep; and even sheep are not undistinguishab-
ly alike. A man cannot get a coat or a pair of boots to fit him, unless they are
either made to his measure, or he has a whole warehouseful to choose from: and
is it easier to fit him with a life than with a coat, or are human beings more like
one another in their whole physical and spiritual conformation than in the shape
of their feet? If it were only that people have diversities of taste that is reason
enough for not attempting to shape them all after one model. But different
persons also require different conditions for their spiritual development; and can
no more exist healthily in the same moral, than all the variety of plants can in the
same physical atmosphere and climate. The same things which are helps to one
person towards the cultivation of his higher nature, are hindrances to another.
The same mode of life is a healthy excitement to one, keeping all his faculties of
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action and enjoyment in their best order, while to another it is a distracting
burden, which suspends or crushes all internal life. 

Such are the differences among human beings in their sources of pleasure,
their susceptibilities of pain, and the operation on them of different physical and
moral agencies, that unless there is a corresponding diversity in their modes of
life, they neither obtain their fair share of happiness, nor grow up to the mental,
moral, and aesthetic stature of which their nature is capable. Why then should
tolerance, as far as the public sentiment is concerned, extend only to tastes and
modes of life which extort acquiescence by the multitude of their adherents?
Nowhere (except in some monastic institutions) is diversity of taste entirely unre-
cognized; a person may without blame, either like or dislike rowing, or smoking,
or music, or athletic exercises, or chess, or cards, or study, because both those
who like each of these things, and those who dislike them, are too numerous to
be put down.

But the man, and still more the woman, who can be accused either of
doing “what nobody does,” or of not doing “what everybody does,” is the subject
of as much depreciatory remark as if he or she had committed some grave moral
delinquency. Persons require to possess a title, or some other badge of rank, or
the consideration of people of rank, to be able to indulge somewhat in the luxury
of doing as they like without detriment to their estimation. To indulge somewhat,
I repeat: for whoever allow themselves much of that indulgence, incur the risk of
something worse than disparaging speeches—they are in peril of a commission de
lunatico, and of having their property taken from them and given to their
relations.   . . . 

The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing hindrance to human
advancement, being in unceasing antagonism to that disposition to aim at some-
thing better than customary, which is called, according to circumstances, the spirit
of liberty, or that of progress or improvement. The spirit of improvement is not
always a spirit of liberty, for it may aim at forcing improvements on an unwilling
people; and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it resists such attempts, may ally itself
locally and temporarily with the opponents of improvement; but the only unfail-
ing and permanent source of improvement is liberty, since by it there are as many
possible independent centres of improvement as there are individuals.  . . . 

The circumstances which surround different classes and individuals, and
shape their characters, are daily becoming more assimilated. Formerly, different
ranks, different neighborhoods, different trades and professions lived in what
might be called different worlds; at present, to a great degree, in the same. Com-
paratively speaking, they now read the same things, listen to the same things, see
the same things, go to the same places, have their hopes and fears directed to the
same objects, have the same rights and liberties, and the same means of asserting
them. Great as are the differences of position which remain, they are nothing to
those which have ceased. And the assimilation is still proceeding. All the political
changes of the age promote it, since they all tend to raise the low and to lower the
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high. Every extension of education promotes it, because education brings people
under common influences, and gives them access to the general stock of facts and
sentiments.

Improvements in the means of communication promote it, by bringing
the inhabitants of distant places into personal contact, and keeping up a rapid
flow of changes of residence between one place and another. The increase of
commerce and manufactures promotes it, by diffusing more widely the advantages
of easy circumstances, and opening all objects of ambition, even the highest, to
general competition, whereby the desire of rising becomes no longer the character
of a particular class, but of all classes. A more powerful agency than even all these,
in bringing about a general similarity among mankind, is the complete establish-
ment, in this and other free countries, of the ascendancy of public opinion in the
State. As the various social eminences which enabled persons entrenched on them
to disregard the opinion of the multitude, gradually became levelled; as the very
idea of resisting the will of the public, when it is positively known that they have a
will, disappears more and more from the minds of practical politicians; there
ceases to be any social support for non-conformity—any substantive power in
society, which, itself opposed to the ascendancy of numbers, is interested in tak-
ing under its protection opinions and tendencies at variance with those of the
public.

The combination of all these causes forms so great a mass of influences
hostile to Individuality, that it is not easy to see how it can stand its ground. It will
do so with increasing difficulty, unless the intelligent part of the public can be
made to feel its value—to see that it is good there should be differences, even
though not for the better, even though, as it may appear to them, some should be
for the worse. If the claims of Individuality are ever to be asserted, the time is
now, while much is still wanting to complete the enforced assimilation. It is only
in the earlier stages that any stand can be successfully made against the encroach-
ment. The demand that all other people shall resemble ourselves, grows by what it
feeds on. If resistance waits till life is reduced nearly to one uniform type, all devi-
ations from that type will come to be considered impious, immoral, even monstr-
ous and contrary to nature. Mankind speedily become unable to conceive diver-
sity, when they have been for some time unaccustomed to see it.

Chapter 4
Of the Limits to the Authority of Society over the Individual

WHAT, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the individual over
himself? Where does the authority of society begin? How much of human life
should be assigned to individuality, and how much to society?

Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly
concerns it. To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the
individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests society.
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Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good
purpose is answered by inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations
from it, every one who receives the protection of society owes a return for the
benefit, and the fact of living in society renders it indispensable that each should
be bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest. This conduct con-
sists, first, in not injuring the interests of one another; or rather certain interests,
which, either by express legal provision or by tacit understanding, ought to be
considered as rights; and secondly, in each person’s bearing his share (to be fixed
on some equitable principle) of the labors and sacrifices incurred for defending
the society or its members from injury and molestation. These conditions society
is justified in enforcing, at all costs to those who endeavor to withhold fulfilment. 

Nor is this all that society may do. The acts of an individual may be hurt-
ful to others, or wanting in due consideration for their welfare, without going the
length of violating any of their constituted rights. The offender may then be justly
punished by opinion, though not by law. As soon as any part of a person’s con-
duct affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has jurisdiction over it,
and the question whether the general welfare will or will not be promoted by
interfering with it, becomes open to discussion. But there is no room for enter-
taining any such question when a person’s conduct affects the interests of no
persons besides himself, or needs not affect them unless they like (all the persons
concerned being of full age, and the ordinary amount of understanding). In all
such cases there should be perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the action and
stand the consequences.

It would be a great misunderstanding of this doctrine, to suppose that it is
one of selfish indifference, which pretends that human beings have no business
with each other’s conduct in life, and that they should not concern themselves
about the well-doing or well-being of one another, unless their own interest is
involved. Instead of any diminution, there is need of a great increase of disinter-
ested exertion to promote the good of others. But disinterested benevolence can
find other instruments to persuade people to their good, than whips and scourges,
either of the literal or the metaphorical sort. I am the last person to undervalue
the self-regarding virtues; they are only second in importance, if even second, to
the social. It is equally the business of education to cultivate both. But even educa-
tion works by conviction and persuasion as well as by compulsion, and it is by the
former only that, when the period of education is past, the self-regarding virtues
should be inculcated. 

Human beings owe to each other help to distinguish the better from the
worse, and encouragement to choose the former and avoid the latter. They
should be forever stimulating each other to increased exercise of their higher
faculties, and increased direction of their feelings and aims towards wise instead of
foolish, elevating instead of degrading, objects and contemplations. But neither
one person, nor any number of persons, is warranted in saying to another human
creature of ripe years, that he shall not do with his life for his own benefit what he
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chooses to do with it. He is the person most interested in his own well-being, the
interest which any other person, except in cases of strong personal attachment,
can have in it, is trifling, compared with that which he himself has; the interest
which society has in him individually (except as to his conduct to others) is frac-
tional, and altogether indirect: while, with respect to his own feelings and circums-
tances, the most ordinary man or woman has means of knowledge immeasurably
surpassing those that can be possessed by any one else.

The interference of society to overrule his judgment and purposes in what
only regards himself, must be grounded on general presumptions; which may be
altogether wrong, and even if right, are as likely as not to be misapplied to individ-
ual cases, by persons no better acquainted with the circumstances of such cases
than those are who look at them merely from without. In this department, there-
fore, of human affairs, Individuality has its proper field of action. In the conduct
of human beings towards one another, it is necessary that general rules should for
the most part be observed, in order that people may know what they have to
expect; but in each person’s own concerns, his individual spontaneity is entitled to
free exercise. Considerations to aid his judgment, exhortations to strengthen his
will, may be offered to him, even obtruded on him, by others; but he, himself, is
the final judge. All errors which he is likely to commit against advice and warning,
are far outweighed by the evil of allowing others to constrain him to what they
deem his good.

I do not mean that the feelings with which a person is regarded by others,
ought not to be in any way affected by his self-regarding qualities or deficiencies.
This is neither possible nor desirable. If he is eminent in any of the qualities which
conduce to his own good, he is, so far, a proper object of admiration. He is so
much the nearer to the ideal perfection of human nature. If he is grossly deficient
in those qualities, a sentiment the opposite of admiration will follow. There is a
degree of folly, and a degree of what may be called (though the phrase is not
unobjectionable) lowness or depravation of taste, which, though it cannot justify
doing harm to the person who manifests it, renders him necessarily and properly
a subject of distaste, or, in extreme cases, even of contempt: a person could not
have the opposite qualities in due strength without entertaining these feelings.

Though doing no wrong to any one, a person may so act as to compel us
to judge him, and feel to him, as a fool, or as a being of an inferior order: and
since this judgment and feeling are a fact which he would prefer to avoid, it is
doing him a service to warn him of it beforehand, as of any other disagreeable
consequence to which he exposes himself. It would be well, indeed, if this good
office were much more freely rendered than the common notions of politeness at
present permit, and if one person could honestly point out to another that he
thinks him in fault, without being considered unmannerly or presuming.

We have a right, also, in various ways, to act upon our unfavorable opin-
ion of any one, not to the oppression of his individuality, but in the exercise of
ours. We are not bound, for example, to seek his society; we have a right to avoid
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it (though not to parade the avoidance), for we have a right to choose the society
most acceptable to us. We have a right, and it may be our duty, to caution others
against him, if we think his example or conversation likely to have a pernicious
effect on those with whom he associates. We may give others a preference over
him in optional good offices, except those which tend to his improvement. 

In these various modes a person may suffer very severe penalties at the
hands of others, for faults which directly concern only himself; but he suffers
these penalties only in so far as they are the natural, and, as it were, the spontane-
ous consequences of the faults themselves, not because they are purposely inflic-
ted on him for the sake of punishment. A person who shows rashness, obstinacy,
self-conceit—who cannot live within moderate means—who cannot restrain him-
self from hurtful indulgences—who pursues animal pleasures at the expense of
those of feeling and intellect—must expect to be lowered in the opinion of
others, and to have a less share of their favorable sentiments, but of this he has
no right to complain, unless he has merited their favor by special excellence in his
social relations, and has thus established a title to their good offices, which is not
affected by his demerits towards himself.

What I contend for is, that the inconveniences which are strictly insepar-
able from the unfavorable judgment of others, are the only ones to which a per-
son should ever be subjected for that portion of his conduct and character which
concerns his own good, but which does not affect the interests of others in their
relations with him. Acts injurious to others require a totally different treatment.
Encroachment on their rights; infliction on them of any loss or damage not justi-
fied by his own rights; falsehood or duplicity in dealing with them; unfair or un-
generous use of advantages over them; even selfish abstinence from defending
them against injury—these are fit objects of moral reprobation, and, in grave
cases, of moral retribution and punishment. And not only these acts, but the dis-
positions which lead to them, are properly immoral, and fit subjects of disappro-
bation which may rise to abhorrence. 

Cruelty of disposition; malice and ill-nature; that most anti-social and
odious of all passions, envy; dissimulation and insincerity, irascibility on insuffici-
ent cause, and resentment disproportioned to the provocation; the love of dom-
ineering over others; the desire to engross more than one’s share of advantages;
the pride which derives gratification from the abasement of others; the egotism
which thinks self and its concerns more important than everything else, and
decides all doubtful questions in his own favor—these are moral vices, and cons-
titute a bad and odious moral character: unlike the self-regarding faults previously
mentioned, which are not properly immoralities, and to whatever pitch they may
be carried, do not constitute wickedness.

They may be proofs of any amount of folly, or want of personal dignity
and self-respect; but they are only a subject of moral reprobation when they
involve a breach of duty to others, for whose sake the individual is bound to have
care for himself. What are called duties to ourselves are not socially obligatory,
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unless circumstances render them at the same time duties to others. The term
duty to oneself, when it means anything more than prudence, means self-respect
or self-development; and for none of these is any one accountable to his fellow-
creatures, because for none of them is it for the good of mankind that he be held
accountable to them.

The distinction between the loss of consideration which a person may
rightly incur by defect of prudence or of personal dignity, and the reprobation
which is due to him for an offence against the rights of others, is not a merely
nominal distinction. It makes a vast difference both in our feelings and in our
conduct towards him, whether he displeases us in things in which we think we
have a right to control him, or in things in which we know that we have not. If he
displeases us, we may express our distaste, and we may stand aloof from a person
as well as from a thing that displeases us; but we shall not therefore feel called on
to make his life uncomfortable. We shall reflect that he already bears, or will bear,
the whole penalty of his error; if he spoils his life by mismanagement, we shall
not, for that reason, desire to spoil it still further: instead of wishing to punish
him, we shall rather endeavor to alleviate his punishment, by showing him how he
may avoid or cure the evils his conduct tends to bring upon him. He may be to us
an object of pity, perhaps of dislike, but not of anger or resentment; we shall not
treat him like an enemy of society: the worst we shall think ourselves justified in
doing is leaving him to himself, if we do not interfere benevolently by showing
interest or concern for him. 

It is far otherwise if he has infringed the rules necessary for the protection
of his fellow-creatures, individually or collectively. The evil consequences of his
acts do not then fall on himself, but on others; and society, as the protector of all
its members, must retaliate on him; must inflict pain on him for the express
purpose of punishment, and must take care that it be sufficiently severe. In the
one case, he is an offender at our bar, and we are called on not only to sit in
judgment on him, but, in one shape or another, to execute our own sentence: in
the other case, it is not our part to inflict any suffering on him, except what may
incidentally follow from our using the same liberty in the regulation of our own
affairs, which we allow to him in his.

The distinction here pointed out between the part of a person’s life which
concerns only himself, and that which concerns others, many persons will refuse
to admit. How (it may be asked) can any part of the conduct of a member of
society be a matter of indifference to the other members? No person is an entire-
ly isolated being; it is impossible for a person to do anything seriously or perman-
ently hurtful to himself, without mischief reaching at least to his near connections,
and often far beyond them. If he injures his property, he does harm to those who
directly or indirectly derived support from it, and usually diminishes, by a greater
or less amount, the general resources of the community. If he deteriorates his
bodily or mental faculties, he not only brings evil upon all who depended on him
for any portion of their happiness, but disqualifies himself for rendering the servi-
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ces which he owes to his fellow-creatures generally; perhaps becomes a burden on
their affection or benevolence; and if such conduct were very frequent, hardly any
offence that is committed would detract more from the general sum of good.
Finally, if by his vices or follies a person does no direct harm to others, he is
nevertheless (it may be said) injurious by his example; and ought to be compelled
to control himself, for the sake of those whom the sight or knowledge of his
conduct might corrupt or mislead.

And even (it will be added) if the consequences of misconduct could be
confined to the vicious or thoughtless individual, ought society to abandon to
their own guidance those who are manifestly unfit for it? If protection against
themselves is confessedly due to children and persons under age, is not society
equally bound to afford it to persons of mature years who are equally incapable of
self-government? If gambling, or drunkenness, or incontinence, or idleness, or
uncleanliness, are as injurious to happiness, and as great a hindrance to improve-
ment, as many or most of the acts prohibited by law, why (it may be asked)
should not law, so far as is consistent with practicability and social convenience,
endeavor to repress these also? And as a supplement to the unavoidable imperfec-
tions of law, ought not opinion at least to organize a powerful police against these
vices, and visit rigidly with social penalties those who are known to practise them?

There is no question here (it may be said) about restricting individuality, or
impeding the trial of new and original experiments in living. The only things it is
sought to prevent are things which have been tried and condemned from the
beginning of the world until now; things which experience has shown not to be
useful or suitable to any person’s individuality. There must be some length of time
and amount of experience, after which a moral or prudential truth may be regar-
ded as established, and it is merely desired to prevent generation after generation
from falling over the same precipice which has been fatal to their predecessors.

I fully admit that the mischief which a person does to himself, may seri-
ously affect, both through their sympathies and their interests, those nearly con-
nected with him, and in a minor degree, society at large. When, by conduct of this
sort, a person is led to violate a distinct and assignable obligation to any other
person or persons, the case is taken out of the self-regarding class, and becomes
amenable to moral disapprobation in the proper sense of the term. If, for
example, a man, through intemperance or extravagance, becomes unable to pay
his debts, or, having undertaken the moral responsibility of a family, becomes
from the same cause incapable of supporting or educating them, he is deservedly
reprobated, and might be justly punished; but it is for the breach of duty to his
family or creditors, not for the extravagence. If the resources which ought to have
been devoted to them, had been diverted from them for the most prudent inves-
tment, the moral culpability would have been the same.

George Barnwell murdered his uncle to get money for his mistress, but if
he had done it to set himself up in business, he would equally have been hanged.
Again, in the frequent case of a man who causes grief to his family by addiction to
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bad habits, he deserves reproach for his unkindness or ingratitude; but so he may
for cultivating habits not in themselves vicious, if they are painful to those with
whom he passes his life, or who from personal ties are dependent on him for
their comfort. Whoever fails in the consideration generally due to the interests
and feelings of others, not being compelled by some more imperative duty, or
justified by allowable self-preference, is a subject of moral disapprobation for that
failure, but not for the cause of it, nor for the errors, merely personal to himself,
which may have remotely led to it. 

In like manner, when a person disables himself, by conduct purely self-
regarding, from the performance of some definite duty incumbent on him to the
public, he is guilty of a social offence. No person ought to be punished simply for
being drunk; but a soldier or a policeman should be punished for being drunk on
duty. Whenever, in short, there is a definite damage, or a definite risk of damage,
either to an individual or to the public, the case is taken out of the province of
liberty, and placed in that of morality or law.

But with regard to the merely contingent or, as it may be called, construc-
tive injury which a person causes to society, by conduct which neither violates any
specific duty to the public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any assignable indi-
vidual except himself; the inconvenience is one which society can afford to bear,
for the sake of the greater good of human freedom. If grown persons are to be
punished for not taking proper care of themselves, I would rather it were for their
own sake, than under pretence of preventing them from impairing their capacity
of rendering to society benefits which society does not pretend it has a right to
exact. But I cannot consent to argue the point as if society had no means of
bringing its weaker members up to its ordinary standard of rational conduct,
except waiting till they do something irrational, and then punishing them, legally
or morally, for it.

Society has had absolute power over them during all the early portion of
their existence: it has had the whole period of childhood and nonage in which to
try whether it could make them capable of rational conduct in life. The existing
generation is master both of the training and the entire circumstances of the gen-
eration to come; it cannot indeed make them perfectly wise and good, because it
is itself so lamentably deficient in goodness and wisdom; and its best efforts are
not always, in individual cases, its most successful ones; but it is perfectly well able
to make the rising generation, as a whole, as good as, and a little better than, itself. 

If society lets any considerable number of its members grow up mere
children, incapable of being acted on by rational consideration of distant motives,
society has itself to blame for the consequences. Armed not only with all the
powers of education, but with the ascendency which the authority of a received
opinion always exercises over the minds who are least fitted to judge for themsel-
ves; and aided by the natural penalties which cannot be prevented from falling on
those who incur the distaste or the contempt of those who know them; let not
society pretend that it needs, besides all this, the power to issue commands and
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enforce obedience in the personal concerns of individuals, in which, on all prin-
ciples of justice and policy, the decision ought to rest with those who are to abide
the consequences.

Nor is there anything which tends more to discredit and frustrate the
better means of influencing conduct, than a resort to the worse. If there be
among those whom it is attempted to coerce into prudence or temperance, any of
the material of which vigorous and independent characters are made, they will
infallibly rebel against the yoke. No such person will ever feel that others have a
right to control him in his concerns, such as they have to prevent him from
injuring them in theirs; and it easily comes to be considered a mark of spirit and
courage to fly in the face of such usurped authority, and do with ostentation the
exact opposite of what it enjoins; as in the fashion of grossness which succeeded,
in the time of Charles II, to the fanatical moral intolerance of the Puritans.

With respect to what is said of the necessity of protecting society from the
bad example set to others by the vicious or the self-indulgent; it is true that bad
example may have a pernicious effect, especially the example of doing wrong to
others with impunity to the wrong-doer. But we are now speaking of conduct
which, while it does no wrong to others, is supposed to do great harm to the
agent himself: and I do not see how those who believe this, can think otherwise
than that the example, on the whole, must be more salutary than hurtful, since, if
it displays the misconduct, it displays also the painful or degrading consequences
which, if the conduct is justly censured, must be supposed to be in all or most
cases attendant on it.

But the strongest of all the arguments against the interference of the
public with purely personal conduct, is that when it does interfere, the odds are
that it interferes wrongly, and in the wrong place. On questions of social morality,
of duty to others, the opinion of the public, that is, of an overruling majority,
though often wrong, is likely to be still oftener right; because on such questions
they are only required to judge of their own interests; of the manner in which
some mode of conduct, if allowed to be practised, would affect themselves. But
the opinion of a similar majority, imposed as a law on the minority, on questions
of self-regarding conduct, is quite as likely to be wrong as right; for in these cases
public opinion means, at the best, some people’s opinion of what is good or bad
for other people; while very often it does not even mean that; the public, with the
most perfect indifference, passing over the pleasure or convenience of those
whose conduct they censure, and considering only their own preference.

There are many who consider as an injury to themselves any conduct
which they have a distaste for, and resent it as an outrage to their feelings; as a
religious bigot, when charged with disregarding the religious feelings of others, has
been known to retort that they disregard his feelings, by persisting in their abom-
inable worship or creed. But there is no parity between the feeling of a person for
his own opinion, and the feeling of another who is offended at his holding it; no
more than between the desire of a thief to take a purse, and the desire of the right
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owner to keep it. And a person’s taste is as much his own peculiar concern as his
opinion or his purse. It is easy for any one to imagine an ideal public, which leaves
the freedom and choice of individuals in all uncertain matters undisturbed, and
only requires them to abstain from modes of conduct which universal experience
has condemned. But where has there been seen a public which set any such limit
to its censorship? or when does the public trouble itself about universal
experience. 

In its interferences with personal conduct it is seldom thinking of anything
but the enormity of acting or feeling differently from itself; and this standard of
judgment, thinly disguised, is held up to mankind as the dictate of religion and
philosophy, by nine tenths of all moralists and speculative writers. These teach
that things are right because they are right; because we feel them to be so. They
tell us to search in our own minds and hearts for laws of conduct binding on our-
selves and on all others. What can the poor public do but apply these instructions,
and make their own personal feelings of good and evil, if they are tolerably unani-
mous in them, obligatory on all the world?   . . . 

Chapter 5
Applications

 . . . TWO maxims . . . together form the entire doctrine of this Essay and
to assist the judgment in holding the balance between them, in the cases where it
appears doubtful which of them is applicable to the case.

The maxims are, first, that the individual is not accountable to society for
his actions, in so far as these concern the interests of no person but himself.
Advice, instruction, persuasion, and avoidance by other people, if thought neces-
sary by them for their own good, are the only measures by which society can
justifiably express its dislike or disapprobation of his conduct. Secondly, that for
such actions as are prejudicial to the interests of others, the individual is account-
able, and may be subjected either to social or to legal punishments, if society is of
opinion that the one or the other is requisite for its protection.   . . . 

One of these examples, that of the sale of poisons, opens a new question;
the proper limits of what may be called the functions of police; how far liberty
may legitimately be invaded for the prevention of crime, or of accident. It is one
of the undisputed functions of government to take precautions against crime
before it has been committed, as well as to detect and punish it afterwards. The
preventive function of government, however, is far more liable to be abused, to
the prejudice of liberty, than the punitory function; for there is hardly any part of
the legitimate freedom of action of a human being which would not admit of
being represented, and fairly too, as increasing the facilities for some form or
other of delinquency.

Nevertheless, if a public authority, or even a private person, sees any one
evidently preparing to commit a crime, they are not bound to look on inactive
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until the crime is committed, but may interfere to prevent it. If poisons were
never bought or used for any purpose except the commission of murder, it would
be right to prohibit their manufacture and sale. They may, however, be wanted
not only for innocent but for useful purposes, and restrictions cannot be imposed
in the one case without operating in the other. Again, it is a proper office of
public authority to guard against accidents. If either a public officer or any one
else saw a person attempting to cross a bridge which had been ascertained to be
unsafe, and there were no time to warn him of his danger, they might seize him
and turn him back without any real infringement of his liberty; for liberty consists
in doing what one desires, and he does not desire to fall into the river.

Nevertheless, when there is not a certainty, but only a danger of mischief,
no one but the person himself can judge of the sufficiency of the motive which
may prompt him to incur the risk: in this case, therefore, (unless he is a child, or
delirious, or in some state of excitement or absorption incompatible with the full
use of the reflecting faculty) he ought, I conceive, to be only warned of the
danger; not forcibly prevented from exposing himself to it. Similar considerations,
applied to such a question as the sale of poisons, may enable us to decide which
among the possible modes of regulation are or are not contrary to principle.

Such a precaution, for example, as that of labelling the drug with some
word expressive of its dangerous character, may be enforced without violation of
liberty: the buyer cannot wish not to know that the thing he possesses has
poisonous qualities. But to require in all cases the certificate of a medical practi-
tioner, would make it sometimes impossible, always expensive, to obtain the
article for legitimate uses. The only mode apparent to me, in which difficulties
may be thrown in the way of crime committed through this means, without any
infringement, worth taking into account, upon the liberty of those who desire the
poisonous substance for other purposes, consists in providing what, in the apt
language of Bentham, is called “preappointed evidence.” 

This provision is familiar to every one in the case of contracts. It is usual
and right that the law, when a contract is entered into, should require as the con-
dition of its enforcing performance, that certain formalities should be observed,
such as signatures, attestation of witnesses, and the like, in order that in case of
subsequent dispute, there may be evidence to prove that the contract was really
entered into, and that there was nothing in the circumstances to render it legally
invalid: the effect being, to throw great obstacles in the way of fictitious contracts,
or contracts made in circumstances which, if known, would destroy their validity.

Precautions of a similar nature might be enforced in the sale of articles
adapted to be instruments of crime. The seller, for example, might be required to
enter in a register the exact time of the transaction, the name and address of the
buyer, the precise quality and quantity sold; to ask the purpose for which it was
wanted, and record the answer he received. When there was no medical prescrip-
tion, the presence of some third person might be required, to bring home the fact
to the purchaser, in case there should afterwards be reason to believe that the
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article had been applied to criminal purposes. Such regulations would in general
be no material impediment to obtaining the article, but a very considerable one to
making an improper use of it without detection.

The right inherent in society, to ward off crimes against itself by antece-
dent precautions, suggests the obvious limitations to the maxim, that purely self-
regarding misconduct cannot properly be meddled with in the way of prevention
or punishment. Drunkennesses, for example, in ordinary cases, is not a fit subject
for legislative interference; but I should deem it perfectly legitimate that a person,
who had once been convicted of any act of violence to others under the influence
of drink, should be placed under a special legal restriction, personal to himself;
that if he were afterwards found drunk, he should be liable to a penalty, and that if
when in that state he committed another offence, the punishment to which he
would be liable for that other offence should be increased in severity. The making
himself drunk, in a person whom drunkenness excites to do harm to others, is a
crime against others. So, again, idleness, except in a person receiving support from
the public, or except when it constitutes a breach of contract, cannot without
tyranny be made a subject of legal punishment; but if either from idleness or from
any other avoidable cause, a man fails to perform his legal duties to others, as for
instance to support his children, it is no tyranny to force him to fulfil that obliga-
tion, by compulsory labor, if no other means are available.   . . . 

I have already observed that, owing to the absence of any recognized
general principles, liberty is often granted where it should be withheld, as well as
withheld where it should be granted; and one of the cases in which, in the modern
European world, the sentiment of liberty is the strongest, is a case where, in my
view, it is altogether misplaced. A person should be free to do as he likes in his
own concerns; but he ought not to be free to do as he likes in acting for another
under the pretext that the affairs of another are his own affairs. The State, while it
respects the liberty of each in what specially regards himself, is bound to maintain
a vigilant control over his exercise of any power which it allows him to possess
over others. 

This obligation is almost entirely disregarded in the case of the family
relations, a case, in its direct influence on human happiness, more important than
all the others taken together. The almost despotic power of husbands over wives
needs not be enlarged upon here, because nothing more is needed for the comp-
lete removal of the evil, than that wives should have the same rights, and should
receive the protection of law in the same manner, as all other persons; and
because, on this subject, the defenders of established injustice do not avail them-
selves of the plea of liberty, but stand forth openly as the champions of power. It
is in the case of children, that misapplied notions of liberty are a real obstacle to
the fulfilment by the State of its duties.

One would almost think that a man’s children were supposed to be literal-
ly, and not metaphorically, a part of himself, so jealous is opinion of the smallest
interference of law with his absolute and exclusive control over them; more

266



Mill ~ On Liberty

jealous than of almost any interference with his own freedom of action: so much
less do the generality of mankind value liberty than power. Consider, for example,
the case of education. Is it not almost a self-evident axiom, that the State should
require and compel the education, up to a certain standard, of every human being
who is born its citizen? Yet who is there that is not afraid to recognize and assert
this truth? Hardly any one indeed will deny that it is one of the most sacred duties
of the parents (or, as law and usage now stand, the father), after summoning a
human being into the world, to give to that being an education fitting him to per-
form his part well in life towards others and towards himself.

But while this is unanimously declared to be the father’s duty, scarcely
anybody, in this country, will bear to hear of obliging him to perform it. Instead
of his being required to make any exertion or sacrifice for securing education to
the child, it is left to his choice to accept it or not when it is provided gratis! It still
remains unrecognized, that to bring a child into existence without a fair prospect
of being able, not only to provide food for its body, but instruction and training
for its mind, is a moral crime, both against the unfortunate offspring and against
society; and that if the parent does not fulfil this obligation, the State ought to see
it fulfilled, at the charge, as far as possible, of the parent.

Were the duty of enforcing universal education once admitted, there
would be an end to the difficulties about what the State should teach, and how it
should teach, which now convert the subject into a mere battle-field for sects and
parties, causing the time and labor which should have been spent in educating, to
be wasted in quarrelling about education. If the government would make up its
mind to require for every child a good education, it might save itself the trouble of
providing one. It might leave to parents to obtain the education where and how
they pleased, and content itself with helping to pay the school fees of the poorer
classes of children, and defraying the entire school expenses of those who have
no one else to pay for them. 

The objections which are urged with reason against State education, do
not apply to the enforcement of education by the State, but to the State’s taking
upon itself to direct that education: which is a totally different thing. That the
whole or any large part of the education of the people should be in State hands, I
go as far as any one in deprecating. All that has been said of the importance of in-
dividuality of character, and diversity in opinions and modes of conduct, involves,
as of the same unspeakable importance, diversity of education. A general State
education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly like one
another: and as the mould in which it casts them is that which pleases the pre-
dominant power in the government, whether this be a monarch, a priesthood, an
aristocracy, or the majority of the existing generation, in proportion as it is effici-
ent and successful, it establishes a despotism over the mind, leading by natural
tendency to one over the body.

An education established and controlled by the State, should only exist, if
it exist at all, as one among many competing experiments, carried on for the
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purpose of example and stimulus, to keep the others up to a certain standard of
excellence. Unless, indeed, when society in general is in so backward a state that it
could not or would not provide for itself any proper institutions of education,
unless the government undertook the task; then, indeed, the government may, as
the less of two great evils, take upon itself the business of schools and universities,
as it may that of joint-stock companies, when private enterprise, in a shape fitted
for undertaking great works of industry does not exist in the country. But in gen-
eral, if the country contains a sufficient number of persons qualified to provide
education under government auspices, the same persons would be able and willing
to give an equally good education on the voluntary principle, under the assurance
of remuneration afforded by a law rendering education compulsory, combined
with State aid to those unable to defray the expense.   . . . 

To determine the point at which evils, so formidable to human freedom
and advancement begin, or rather at which they begin to predominate over the
benefits attending the collective application of the force of society, under its
recognized chiefs, for the removal of the obstacles which stand in the way of its
well-being, to secure as much of the advantages of centralized power and intelli-
gence, as can be had without turning into governmental channels too great a
proportion of the general activity, is one of the most difficult and complicated
questions in the art of government. It is, in a great measure, a question of detail, in
which many and various considerations must be kept in view, and no absolute rule
can be laid down. But I believe that the practical principle in which safety resides,
the ideal to be kept in view, the standard by which to test all arrangements inten-
ded for overcoming the difficulty, may be conveyed in these words: the greatest
dissemination of power consistent with efficiency; but the greatest possible cent-
ralization of information, and diffusion of it from the centre.   . . . 

A government cannot have too much of the kind of activity which does
not impede, but aids and stimulates, individual exertion and development. The
mischief begins when, instead of calling forth the activity and powers of individu-
als and bodies, it substitutes its own activity for theirs; when, instead of informing,
advising, and upon occasion denouncing, it makes them work in fetters or bids
them stand aside and does their work instead of them. The worth of a State, in
the long run, is the worth of the individuals composing it; and a State which post-
pones the interests of their mental expansion and elevation, to a little more of
administrative skill or that semblance of it which practice gives, in the details of
business; a State, which dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more docile
instruments in its hands even for beneficial purposes, will find that with small
men no great thing can really be accomplished; and that the perfection of machin-
ery to which it has sacrificed everything, will in the end avail it nothing, for want
of the vital power which, in order that the machine might work more smoothly, it
has preferred to banish.
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Translated by Jack Miller

The Problem of Socrates

§1

C
oncerning life, the wisest men of all ages have judged alike: it is no
good. Always and everywhere one has heard the same sound from
their mouths—a sound full of doubt, full of melancholy, full of

weariness of life, full of resistance to life. Even Socrates said, as he died: “To live
—that means to be sick a long time: I owe Asclepius the Savior a rooster.” Even
Socrates was tired of it. What does that evidence? What does it evince? Formerly
one would have said (—oh, it has been said, and loud enough, and especially by
our pessimists): “At least something of all this must be true! The consensus of the
sages evidences the truth.” Shall we still talk like that today? May we? “At least
something must be sick here,” we retort. These wisest men of all ages—they
should first be scrutinized closely. Were they all perhaps shaky on their legs? late?
tottery? decadents? Could it be that wisdom appears on earth as a raven, inspired
by a little whiff of carrion?

§2
 This irreverent thought that the great sages are types of decline first
occurred to me precisely in a case where it is most strongly opposed by both
scholarly and unscholarly prejudice: I recognized Socrates and Plato to be symp-
toms of degeneration, tools of the Greek dissolution, pseudo-Greek, anti-Greek.
The consensus of the sages—I comprehended this ever more clearly—proves
least of all that they were right in what they agreed on: it shows rather that they
themselves, these wisest men, agreed in some physiological respect, and hence
adopted the same negative attitude to life—had to adopt it. Judgments, judgments
of value, concerning life, for it or against it, can, in the end, never be true: they
have value only as symptoms, they are worthy of consideration only as symptoms;
in themselves such judgments are stupidities. One must by all means stretch out
one’s fingers and make the attempt to grasp this amazing finesse, that the value of
life cannot be estimated. Not by the living, for they are an interested party, even a
bone of contention, and not judges; not by the dead, for a different reason. For a
philosopher to see a problem in the value of life is thus an objection to him, a
question mark concerning his wisdom, an un-wisdom. Indeed? All these great
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wise men—they were not only decadents but not wise at all? But I return to the
problem of Socrates.

§3
 In origin, Socrates belonged to the lowest class: Socrates was plebs. We
know, we can still see for ourselves, how ugly he was. But ugliness, in itself an
objection, is among the Greeks almost a refutation. Was Socrates a Greek at all?
Ugliness is often enough the expression of a development that has been crossed,
thwarted by crossing. Or it appears as declining development. The anthropolo-
gists among the criminologists tell us that the typical criminal is ugly. But the
criminal is a decadent. Was Socrates a typical criminal? At least that would not be
contradicted by the famous judgment of the physiognomist which sounded so
offensive to the friends of Socrates. A foreigner who knew about faces once
passed through Athens and told Socrates to his face that he was a monstrum—
that he harbored in himself all the bad vices and appetites. And Socrates merely
answered: “You know me, sir!”

§4
 Socrates’ decadence is suggested not only by the admitted wantonness and
anarchy of his instincts, but also by the hypertrophy of the logical faculty and that
sarcasm of the rachitic which distinguishes him. Nor should we forget those audi-
tory hallucinations which, as “the daimon of Socrates,” have been interpreted
religiously. Everything in him is exaggerated, buffo, a caricature; everything is at
the same time concealed, ulterior, subterranean. I seek to comprehend what idio-
syncrasy begot that Socratic equation of reason, virtue, and happiness: that most
bizarre of all equations which, moreover, is opposed to all the instincts of the
earlier Greeks.

§5
 With Socrates, Greek taste changes in favor of dialectics. What really hap-
pened there? Above all, a noble taste is thus vanquished; with dialectics the plebs
come to the top. Before Socrates, dialectic manners were repudiated in good soci-
ety: they were considered bad manners, they were compromising. The young were
warned against them. Furthermore, all such presentations of one’s reasons were
distrusted. Honest things, like honest men, do not carry their reasons in their
hands like that. It is indecent to show all five fingers. What must first be proved is
worth little. Wherever authority still forms part of good bearing, where one does
not give reasons but commands, the dialectician is a kind of buffoon: one laughs
at him, one does not take him seriously. Socrates was the buffoon who got him-
self taken seriously: what really happened there?
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§6
 One chooses dialectic only when one has no other means. One knows
that one arouses mistrust with it, that it is not very persuasive. Nothing is easier to
erase than a dialectical effect: the experience of every meeting at which there are
speeches proves this. It can only be self-defense for those who no longer have
other weapons. One must have to enforce one’s right: until one reaches that
point, one makes no use of it. The Jews were dialecticians for that reason;
Reynard the Fox was one— and Socrates too?

§7
 Is the irony of Socrates an expression of revolt? Of plebeian ressentiment?
Does he, as one oppressed, enjoy his own ferocity in the knife-thrusts of his
syllogisms? Does he avenge himself on the noble people whom he fascinates? As
a dialectician, one holds a merciless tool in one’s hand; one can become a tyrant
by means of it; one compromises those one conquers. The dialectician leaves it to
his opponent to prove that he is no idiot: he makes one furious and helpless at
the same time. The dialectician renders the intellect of his opponent powerless.
Indeed? Is dialectic only a form of revenge in Socrates?

§8
 I have given to understand how it was that Socrates could repel: it is
therefore all the more necessary to explain his fascination. That he discovered a
new kind of agon [contest], that he became its first fencing master for the noble
circles of Athens, is one point. He fascinated by appealing to the agonistic impulse
of the Greeks—he introduced a variation into the wrestling match between young
men and youths. Socrates was also a great erotic.

§9
 But Socrates guessed even more. He saw through his noble Athenians; he
comprehended that his own case, his idiosyncrasy, was no longer exceptional. The
same kind of degeneration was quietly developing everywhere: old Athens was
coming to an end. And Socrates understood that all the world needed him—his
means, his cure, his personal artifice of self-preservation. Everywhere the instincts
were in anarchy, everywhere one was within five paces of excess: monstrum in animo
[the mind of a monster] was the general danger. “The impulses want to play the
tyrant; one must invent a counter-tyrant who is stronger. When the physiogno-
mist had revealed to Socrates who he was—a cave of bad appetites—the great
master of irony let slip another word which is the key to his character. “This is
true,” he said, “but I mastered them all.” How did Socrates become master over
himself? His case was, at bottom, merely the extreme case, only the most striking
instance of what was then beginning to be a universal distress: no one was any
longer master over himself, the instincts turned against each other. He fascinated,
being this extreme case; his awe-inspiring ugliness proclaimed him as such to all
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who could see: he fascinated, of course, even more as an answer, a solution, an
apparent cure of this case.

§10
 When one finds it necessary to turn reason into a tyrant, as Socrates did,
the danger cannot be slight that something else will play the tyrant. Rationality
was then hit upon as the savior; neither Socrates nor his “patients” had any choice
about being rational: it was de rigeur, it was their last resort. The fanaticism with
which all Greek reflection throws itself upon rationality betrays a desperate situa-
tion; there was danger, there was but one choice: either to perish or—to be
absurdly rational. The moralism of the Greek philosophers from Plato on is path-
ologically conditioned; so is their esteem of dialectics. Reason = virtue = happi-
ness, that means merely that one must imitate Socrates and counter the dark
appetites with a permanent daylight—the daylight of reason. One must be clever,
clear, bright at any price: any concession to the instincts, to the unconscious, leads
downward.

§11
 I have given to understand how it was that Socrates fascinated: he seemed
to be a physician, a savior. Is it necessary to go on to demonstrate the error in his
faith in “rationality at any price”? It is a self-deception on the part of philosophers
and moralists if they believe that they are extricating themselves from decadence
when they merely wage war against it. Extrication lies beyond their strength: what
they choose as a means, as salvation, is itself but another expression of decadence;
they change its expression, but they do not get rid of decadence itself. Socrates
was a misunderstanding; the whole improvement-morality, including the Christi-
an, was a misunderstanding. The most blinding daylight; rationality at any price;
life, bright, cold, cautious, conscious, without instinct, in opposition to the
instincts—all this too was a mere disease, another disease, and by no means a
return to “virtue,” to “health,” to happiness. To have to fight the instincts—that
is the formula of decadence: as long as life is ascending, happiness equals instinct.

§12
 Did he himself still comprehend this, this most brilliant of all self-
outwitters? Was this what he said to himself in the end, in the wisdom of his
courage to die? Socrates wanted to die: not Athens, but he himself chose the
hemlock; he forced Athens to sentence him. “Socrates is no physician,” he said
softly to himself, “here death alone is the physician. Socrates himself has merely
been sick a long time.”
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“Reason” in Philosophy

§1
 You ask me which of the philosophers’ traits are really idiosyncrasies? For
example, their lack of historical sense, their hatred of the very idea of becoming,
their Egypticism. They think that they show their respect for a subject when they
de-historicize it, sub specie aeternitas—when they turn it into a mummy. All that
philosophers have handled for thousands of years have been concept-mummies;
nothing real escaped their grasp alive. When these honorable idolators of con-
cepts worship something, they kill it and stuff it; they threaten the life of every-
thing they worship. Death, change, old age, as well as procreation and growth, are
to their minds objections—even refutations. Whatever has being does not
become; whatever becomes does not have being. Now they all believe, desperately
even, in what has being. But since they never grasp it, they seek for reasons why it
is kept from them. “There must be mere appearance, there must be some decep-
tion which prevents us from perceiving that which has being: where is the
deceiver?”

“We have found him,” they cry ecstatically; “it is the senses! These senses,
which are so immoral in other ways too, deceive us concerning the true world.
Moral: let us free ourselves from the deception of the senses, from becoming,
from history, from lies; history is nothing but faith in the senses, faith in lies.
Moral: let us say No to all who have faith in the senses, to all the rest of mankind;
they are all ‘mob.’ Let us be philosophers! Let us be mummies” Let us represent
monotono-theism by adopting the expression of a gravedigger! And above all,
away with the body, this wretched idée fixe of the senses, disfigured by all the falla-
cies of logic, refuted, even impossible, although it is impudent enough to behave
as if it were real!”

§2
 With the highest respect, I except the name of Heraclitus. When the rest
of the philosophic folk rejected the testimony of the senses because they showed
multiplicity and change, he rejected their testimony because they showed things as
if they had permanence and unity. Heraclitus too did the senses an injustice. They
lie neither in the way the Eleatics believed, nor as he believed—they do not lie at
all. What we make of their testimony, that alone introduces lies; for example, the
lie of unity, the lie of thinghood, of substance, of permanence. “Reason” is the
cause of our falsification of the testimony of the senses. Insofar as the senses
show becoming, passing away, and change, they do not lie. But Heraclitus will
remain eternally right with his assertion that being is an empty fiction. The
“apparent” world is the only one: the “true” world is merely added by a lie.
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§3
 And what magnificent instruments of observation we possess in our
senses! This nose, for example, of which no philosopher has yet spoken with
reverence and gratitude, is actually the most delicate instrument so far at our
disposal: it is able to detect minimal differences of motion which even a spectro-
scope cannot detect. Today we possess science precisely to the extent to which
we have decided to accept the testimony of the senses--to the extent to which we
sharpen them further, arm them, and have learned to think them through. The
rest is miscarriage and not-yet-science—in other words, metaphysics, theology,
psychology, epistemology—or formal science, a doctrine of signs, such as logic
and that applied logic which is called mathematics. In them reality is not encoun-
tered at all, not even as a problem—no more than the question of the value of
such a sign-convention as logic.

§4
 The other idiosyncrasy of the philosophers is no less dangerous; it consists
in confusing the last and the first. They place that which comes at the end—
unfortunately! for it ought not to come at all!—namely, the “highest concepts,”
which means the most general, the emptiest concepts, the last smoke of evaporat-
ing reality, in the beginning, as the beginning. This again is nothing but their way
of showing reverence: the higher may not grow out of the lower, may not have
grown at all. Moral: whatever is of the first rank must be causa sui. Origin out of
something else is considered an objection, a questioning of value. All the highest
values are of the first rank; all the highest concepts, that which has being, the
unconditional, the good, the true, the perfect—all these cannot have become and
must therefore be causes. All these, moreover, cannot be unlike each other or in
contradiction to each other. Thus they arrive at their stupendous concept, “God.”
That which is last, thinnest, and emptiest is put first, as the cause, as ens realissimum
[most real being]. Why did mankind have to take seriously the brain afflictions of
sick web-spinners? They have paid dearly for it!

§5
 At long last, let us contrast the very different manner in which we
conceive the problem of error and appearance. (I say “we” for politeness’ sake.)
Formerly, alteration, change, any becoming at all, were taken as proof of mere
appearance, as an indication that there must be something which led us astray.
Today, conversely, precisely insofar as the prejudice of reason forces us to posit
unity, identity, permanence, substance, cause, thinghood, being, we see ourselves
somehow caught in error, compelled into error. So certain are we, on the basis of
rigorous examination, that this is where the error lies.

It is no different in this case than with the movement of the sun: there
our eye is the constant advocate of error, here it is our language. In its origin
language belongs in the age of the most rudimentary form of psychology. We
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enter a realm of crude fetishism when we summon before consciousness the basic
presuppositions of the metaphysics of language, in plain talk, the presuppositions
of reason. Everywhere it sees a doer and doing; it believes in will as the cause; it
believes in the ego, in the ego as being, in the ego as substance, and it projects this
faith in the ego-substance upon all things —only thereby does it first create the
concept of “thing.” Everywhere “being” is projected by thought, pushed under-
neath, as the cause; the concept of being follows, and is a derivative of, the
concept of ego. In the beginning there is that great calamity of an error that the
will is something which is effective, that will is a capacity. Today we know that it is
only a word.

Very much later, in a world which was in a thousand ways more enlighten-
ed, philosophers, to their great surprise, became aware of the sureness, the subjec-
tive certainty, in our handling of the categories of reason: they concluded that
these categories could not be derived from anything empirical—for everything
empirical plainly contradicted them. Whence, then, were they derived?

And in India, as in Greece, the same mistake was made: “We must once
have been at home in a higher world (instead of a very much lower one, which
would have been the truth); we must have been divine, for we have reason!”
Indeed, nothing has yet possessed a more naive power of persuasion than the
error concerning being, as it has been formulated by the Eleatics, for example.
After all, every word and every sentence we say speak in its favor. Even the
opponents of the Eleatics still succumbed to the seduction of their concept of
being: Democritus, among others, when he invented his atom. “Reason” in
language—oh, what an old deceptive female she is! I am afraid we are not rid of
God because we still have faith in grammar.

§6
 It will be appreciated if I condense so essential and so new an insight into
four theses. In that way I facilitate comprehension; in that way I provoke
contradiction.

First proposition. The reasons for which “this” world has been character-
ized as “apparent” are the very reasons which indicate its reality; any other kind of
reality is absolutely indemonstrable.

Second proposition. The criteria which have been bestowed on the “true
being” of things are the criteria of not-being, of naught, the “true world” has been
constructed out of contradiction to the actual world: indeed an apparent world,
insofar as it is merely a moral-optical illusion.

Third proposition. To invent fables about a world “other” than this one
has no meaning at all, unless an instinct of slander, detraction, and suspicion
against life has gained the upper hand in us: in that case, we avenge ourselves
against life with a phantasmagoria of “another,” a “better” life.

Fourth proposition. Any distinction between a “true” and an “apparent”
world—whether in the Christian manner or in the manner of Kant (in the end, an
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underhanded Christian)—is only a suggestion of decadence, a symptom of the
decline of life. That the artist esteems appearance higher than reality is no objec-
tion to this proposition. For “appearance” in this case means reality once more,
only by way of selection, reinforcement, and correction. The tragic artist is no
pessimist: he is precisely the one who says Yes to everything questionable, even to
the terrible—he is Dionysian. . . . 

Morality as Anti-Nature

§1
 All passions have a phase when they are merely disastrous, when they drag
down their victim with the weight of stupidity—and a later, very much later phase
when they wed the spirit, when they “spiritualize” themselves. Formerly, in view
of the element of stupidity in passion, war was declared on passion itself, its dest-
ruction was plotted; all the old moral monsters are agreed on this: il faut tuer les
passions. The most famous formula for this is to be found in the New Testament,
in that Sermon on the Mount, where, incidentally, things are by no means looked
at from a height. There it is said, for example, with particular reference to sexual-
ity: “If thy eye offend thee, pluck it out.” Fortunately, no Christian acts in accor-
dance with this precept. Destroying the passions and cravings, merely as a preven-
tive measure against their stupidity and the unpleasant consequences of this stupi-
dity—today this itself strikes us as merely another acute form of stupidity. We no
longer admire dentists who “pluck out” teeth so that they will not hurt any more.

To be fair, it should be admitted, however, that on the ground out of
which Christianity grew, the concept of the “spiritualization of passion” could
never have been formed. After all, the first church, as is well known, fought
against the “intelligent” in favor of the “poor in spirit.” How could one expect
from it an intelligent war against passion? The church fights passion with excision
in every sense: its practice, its “cure,” is castratism. It never asks: “How can one
spiritualize, beautify, deify a craving?” It has at all times laid the stress of discipline
on extirpation (of sensuality, of pride, of the lust to rule, of avarice, of vengeful-
ness). But an attack on the roots of passion means an attack on the roots of life:
the practice of the church is hostile to life.

§2
 The same means in the fight against a craving—castration, extirpation—is
instinctively chosen by those who are too weak-willed, too degenerate, to be able
to impose moderation on themselves; by those who are so constituted that they
require La Trappe, to use a figure of speech, or (without any figure of speech)
some kind of definitive declaration of hostility, a cleft between themselves and the
passion. Radical means are indispensable only for the degenerate; the weakness of
the will—or, to speak more definitely, the inability not to respond to a stimulus—

276



Nietzsche ~ Twilight of the Idols

is itself merely another form of degeneration. The radical hostility, the deadly
hostility against sensuality, is always a symptom to reflect on: it entitles us to
suppositions concerning the total state of one who is excessive in this manner.

This hostility, this hatred, by the way, reaches its climax only when such
types lack even the firmness for this radical cure, for this renunciation of their
“devil.” One should survey the whole history of the priests and philosophers,
including the artists: the most poisonous things against the senses have been said
not by the impotent, nor by ascetics, but by the impossible ascetics, by those who
really were in dire need of being ascetics.

§3
 The spiritualization of sensuality is called love: it represents a great
triumph over Christianity. Another triumph is our spiritualization of hostility. It
consists in a profound appreciation of the value of having enemies: in short, it
means acting and thinking in the opposite way from that which has been the rule.
The church always wanted the destruction of its enemies; we, we immoralists and
Antichristians, find our advantage in this, that the church exists. In the political
realm too, hostility has now become more spiritual—much more sensible, much
more thoughtful, much more considerate. Almost every party understands how it
is in the interest of its own self-preservation that the opposition should not lose
all strength; the same is true of power politics. A new creation in particular—the
new Reich [Bismarck’s so-called Second Reich], for example—needs enemies
more than friends: in opposition alone does it feel itself necessary, in opposition
alone does it become necessary.

Our attitude to the “internal enemy” is no different: here too we have
spiritualized hostility; here too we have come to appreciate its value. The price of
fruitfulness is to be rich in internal opposition; one remains young only as long as
the soul does not stretch itself and desire peace. Nothing has become more alien
to us than that desideratum of former times, “peace of soul,” the Christian desid-
eratum; there is nothing we envy less than the moralistic cow and the fat happi-
ness of the good conscience. One has renounced the great life when one
renounces war.

In many cases, to be sure, “peace of soul” is merely a misunderstanding—
something else, which lacks only a more honest name. Without further ado or
prejudice, a few examples. “Peace of soul” can be, for one, the gentle radiation of
a rich animality into the moral (or religious) sphere. Or the beginning of weari-
ness, the first shadow of evening, of any kind of evening. Or a sign that the air is
humid, that south winds are approaching. Or unrecognized gratitude for a good
digestion (sometimes called “love of man”). Or the attainment of calm by a
convalescent who feels a new relish in all things and waits. Or the state which
follows a thorough satisfaction of our dominant passion, the well-being of a rare
repletion. Or the senile weakness of our will, our cravings, our vices. Or laziness,
persuaded by vanity to give itself moral airs. Or the emergence of certainty, even a
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dreadful certainty, after long tension and torture by uncertainty. Or the expression
of maturity and mastery in the midst of doing, creating, working, and willing—
calm breathing, attained “freedom of the will.” Twilight of the Idols–who knows?
perhaps also only a kind of “peace of soul.”

§4
I reduce a principle to a formula. Every naturalism in morality—that is,

every healthy morality  s dominated by an instinct of life, some commandment of
life is fulfilled by a determinate canon of “shalt” and “shalt not”; some inhibition
and hostile element on the path of life is thus removed. Anti-natural morality—
that is, almost every morality which has so far been taught, revered, and preached
—urns, conversely, against the instincts of life: it is condemnation of these
instincts, now secret, now outspoken and impudent. When it says, “God looks at
the heart,” it says No to both the lowest and the highest desires of life, and posits
God as the enemy of life. The saint in whom God delights is the ideal eunuch.
Life has come to an end where the “kingdom of God” begins.

§5
 Once one has comprehended the outrage of such a revolt against life as
has become almost sacrosanct in Christian morality, one has, fortunately, also
comprehended something else: the futility, apparentness, absurdity, and mendaci-
ousness of such a revolt. A condemnation of life by the living remains in the end
a mere symptom of a certain kind of life: the question whether it is justified or
unjustified is not even raised thereby. One would require a position outside of life,
and yet have to know it as well as one, as many, as all who have lived it, in order
to be permitted even to touch the problem of the value of life: reasons enough to
comprehend that this problem is for us an unapproachable problem. When we
speak of values, we speak with the inspiration, with the way of looking at things,
which is part of life: life itself forces us to posit values; life itself values through us
when we posit values. From this it follows that even that anti-natural morality
which conceives of God as the counter-concept and condemnation of life is only
a value judgment of life—but of what life? of what kind of life? I have already
given the answer: of declining, weakened, weary, condemned life. Morality, as it
has so far been understood—as it has in the end been formulated once more by
Schopenhauer, as “negation of the will to life”—is the very instinct of decadence,
which makes an imperative of itself. It says: “Perish!” It is a condemnation
pronounced by the condemned.

§6
 Let us finally consider how naive it is altogether to say: “Man ought to be
such and such!” Reality shows us an enchanting wealth of types, the abundance of
a lavish play and change of forms— and some wretched loafer of a moralist com-
ments: “No! Man ought to be different.” He even knows what man should be
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like, this wretched bigot and prig: he paints himself on the wall and comments,
“Ecce homo! [behold the man!]” But even when the moralist addresses himself only
to the single human being and says to him, “You ought to be such and such!” he
does not cease to make himself ridiculous. The single human being is a piece of
fatum from the front and from the rear, one law more, one necessity more for all
that is yet to come and to be. To say to him, “Change yourself!” is to demand that
everything be changed, even retroactively. And indeed there have been consistent
moralists who wanted man to be different, that is, virtuous—they wanted him
remade in their own image, as a prig: to that end, they negated the world! No
small madness! No modest kind of immodesty!

Morality, insofar as it condemns for its own sake, and not out of regard
for the concerns, considerations, and contrivances of life, is a specific error with
which one ought to have no pity—an idiosyncrasy of degenerates which has
caused immeasurable harm.

We others, we immoralists, have, conversely, made room in our hearts for
every kind of understanding, comprehending, and approving. We do not easily
negate; we make it a point of honor to be affirmers. More and more, our eyes
have opened to that economy which needs and knows how to utilize everything
that the holy witlessness of the priest, the diseased reason in the priest, rejects—
that economy in the law of life which finds an advantage even in the disgusting
species of the prigs, the priests, the virtuous. What advantage? But we ourselves,
we immoralists, are the answer. . . . 

What I Owe to the Ancients

§1
 In conclusion, a word about that world to which I sought approaches, to
which I have perhaps found a new approach—the ancient world. My taste, which
may be the opposite of a tolerant taste, is in this case too far from saying Yes
indiscriminately: it does not like to say Yes; rather even No; but best of all, noth-
ing. That applies to whole cultures, it applies to books—also to places and land-
scapes. At bottom it is a very small number of ancient books that counts in my
life; the most famous are not among them. My sense of style, for the epigram as a
style, was awakened almost instantly when I came into contact with Sallust. I have
not forgotten the surprise of my honored teacher, Corssen, when he had to give
his worst Latin pupil the best grade: I had finished with one stroke. Compact,
severe, with as much substance as possible, a cold sarcasm against “beautiful
words” and “beautiful sentiments”—here I found myself. And even in my Zara-
thustra one will recognize a very serious ambition for a Roman style, for the aere
perennius [more enduring than bronze] in style.

Nor was my experience any different in my first contact with Horace. To
this day, no other poet has given me the same artistic delight that a Horatian ode
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gave me from the first. In certain languages that which has been achieved here
could not even be attempted. This mosaic of words, in which every word—as
sound, as place, as concept—pours out its strength right and left and over the
whole, this minimum in the extent and number of the signs, and the maximum
thereby attained in the energy of the signs—all that is Roman and, if one will
believe me, noble par excellence. All the rest of poetry becomes, in contrast,
something too popular—a mere garrulity of feelings.

§2
 To the Greeks I do not by any means owe similarly strong impressions;
and—to come right out with it—they cannot mean as much to us as the Romans.
One does not learn from the Greeks— their manner is too foreign, and too fluid,
to have an imperative, a “classical” effect. Who could ever have learned to write
from a Greek? Who could ever have learned it without the Romans?

For heaven’s sake, do not throw Plato at me. I am a complete skeptic
about Plato, and I have never been able to join in the admiration for the artist
Plato which is customary among scholars. In the end, the subtlest judges of taste
among the ancients themselves are here on my side. Plato, it seems to me, throws
all stylistic forms together and is thus a first-rate decadent in style: his responsibil-
ity is thus comparable to that of the Cynics, who invented the satura Menippea. To
be attracted by the Platonic dialogue, this horribly self-satisfied and childish kind
of dialectic, one must never have read good French writers—Fontenelle, for
example. Plato is boring. In the end, my mistrust of Plato goes deep: he repre-
sents such an aberration from all the basic instincts of the Hellene, is so moralis-
tic, so pre-existently Christian—he already takes the concept “good” for the high-
est concept —that for the whole phenomenon of Plato I would sooner use the
harsh phrase “higher swindle,” or, if it sounds better, “idealism,” than any other.
We have paid dearly for the fact that this Athenian got his schooling from the
Egyptians (or from the Jews in Egypt?). In that great calamity, Christianity, Plato
represents that ambiguity and fascination, called an “ideal,” which made it possible
for the nobler spirits of antiquity to misunderstand themselves and to set foot on
the bridge leading to the cross. And how much Plato there still is in the concept
“church,” in the construction, system, and practice of the church!

My recreation, my preference, my cure from all Platonism has always been
Thucydides. Thucydides and, perhaps, Machiavelli’s Principe are most closely rela-
ted to myself by the unconditional will not to gull oneself and to see reason in
reality—not in “reason,” still less in “morality.” For the wretched embellishment
of the Greeks into an ideal, which the “classically educated” youth carries into life
as a prize for his classroom drill, there is no more complete cure than Thucydides.
One must follow him line by line and read no less clearly between the lines: there
are few thinkers who say so much between the lines. With him the culture of the
Sophists, by which I mean the culture of the realists, reaches its perfect expression
—this inestimable movement amid the moralistic and idealistic swindle set loose
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on all sides by the Socratic schools. Greek philosophy: the decadence of the
Greek instinct. Thucydides: the great sum, the last revelation of that strong,
severe, hard factuality which was instinctive with the older Hellenes. In the end, it
is courage in the face of reality that distinguishes a man like Thucydides from
Plato: Plato is a coward before reality, consequently he flees into the ideal; Thucy-
dides has control of himself, consequently he also maintains control of things.

§3
 To smell out “beautiful souls,” “golden means,” and other perfections in
the Greeks, or to admire their calm in greatness, their ideal cast of mind, their
noble simplicity—the psychologist in me protected me against such “noble simp-
licity,” a niaiserie allemande [German naievity] anyway. I saw their strongest instinct,
the will to power: I saw them tremble before the indomitable force of this drive—
I saw how all their institutions grew out of preventive measures taken to protect
each other against their inner explosives. This tremendous inward tension then
discharged itself in terrible and ruthless hostility to the outside world: the city-
states tore each other to pieces so that the citizens of each might find peace from
themselves. One needed to be strong: danger was near, it lurked everywhere. The
magnificent physical suppleness, the audacious realism and immoralism which
distinguished the Hellene constituted a need, not “nature.” It only resulted, it was
not there from the start. And with festivals and the arts they also aimed at nothing
other than to feel on top, to show themselves on top. These are means of glorify-
ing oneself, and in certain cases, of inspiring fear of oneself.

How could one possibly judge the Greeks by their philosophers, as the
Germans have done, and use the Philistine moralism of the Socratic schools as a
clue to what was basically Hellenic! After all, the philosophers are the decadents
of Greek culture, the counter-movement to the ancient, noble taste (to the agon-
istic [competitive] instinct, to the polis, to the value of race, to the authority of
descent). The Socratic virtues were preached because the Greeks had lost them:
excitable, timid, fickle comedians, every one of them, they had a few reasons too
many for having morals preached to them. Not that it did any good—but big
words and attitudes suit decadents so well.

§4
 I was the first to take seriously, for the understanding of the older, the still
rich and even overflowing Hellenic instinct, that wonderful phenomenon which
bears the name of Dionysus: it is explicable only in terms of an excess of force.
Whoever followed the Greeks, like that most profound student of their culture in
our time, Jacob Burckhardt in Basel, knew immediately that something had been
accomplished thereby; and Burckhardt added a special section on this phenome-
non to his Civilization of the Greeks. To see the opposite, one should look at the
almost amusing poverty of instinct among the German philologists when they
approach the Dionysian.

281



Nietzsche ~ Twilight of the Idols

The famous Lobeck, above all, crawled into this world of mysterious
states with all the venerable sureness of a worm dried up between books, and per-
suaded himself that it was scientific of him to be glib and childish to the point of
nausea—and with the utmost erudition, Lobeck gave us to understand that all
these curiosities really did not amount to anything. In fact, the priests could have
told the participants in such orgies some not altogether worthless things; for
example, that wine excites lust, that man can under certain circumstances live on
fruit, that plants bloom in the spring and wilt in the fall. As regards the astonish-
ing wealth of rites, symbols, and myths of an orgiastic origin, with which the
ancient world is literally overrun, this gave Lobeck an opportunity to become still
more ingenious. 

“The Greeks,” he said (Aglaophamus I, 672), “when they had nothing else
to do, laughed, jumped, and ran around; or, since man sometimes feels that urge
too, they sat down, cried, and lamented. Others came later on and sought some
reason for this spectacular behavior; and thus there originated, as explanations for
these customs, countless traditions concerning feasts and myths. On the other
hand, it was believed that this droll ado, which took place on the feast days after
all, must also form a necessary part of the festival and therefore it was maintained
as an indispensable feature of the religious service.” This is contemptible prattle; a
Lobeck simply cannot be taken seriously for a moment.

We have quite a different feeling when we examine the concept “Greek”
which was developed by Winckelmann and Goethe, and find it incompatible with
that element out of which Dionysian art grows—the orgiastic. Indeed I do not
doubt that as a matter of principle Goethe excluded a thing of the sort from the
possibilities of the Greek soul. Consequently Goethe did not understand the
Greeks. For it is only in the Dionysian mysteries, in the psychology of the Diony-
sian state, that the basic fact of the Hellenic instinct finds expression—its “will to
life.” What was it that the Hellene guaranteed himself by means of these myster-
ies? Eternal life, the eternal return of life, the future promised and hallowed in the
past; the triumphant Yes to life beyond all death and change; true life as the over-
all continuation of life through procreation, through the mysteries of sexuality.
For the Greeks the sexual symbol was therefore the venerable symbol par excel-
lence, the real profundity in the whole of ancient piety. Every single element in
the act of procreation, of pregnancy, and of birth aroused the highest and most
solemn feelings. In the doctrine of the mysteries, pain is pronounced holy: the
pangs of the woman giving birth hallow all pain; all becoming and growing—all
that guarantees a future—involves pain. That there may be the eternal joy of
creating, that the will to life may eternally affirm itself, the agony of the woman
giving birth must also be there eternally.

All this is meant by the word Dionysus: I know no higher symbolism than
this Greek symbolism of the Dionysian festivals. Here the most profound instinct
of life, that directed toward the future of life, the eternity of life, is experienced
religiously—and the way to life, procreation, as the holy way. It was Christianity,
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with its ressentiment against life at the bottom of its heart, which first made
something unclean of sexuality: it threw filth on the origin, on the presupposition
of our life.

§5
 The psychology of the orgiastic as an overflowing feeling of life and
strength, where even pain still has the effect of a stimulus, gave me the key to the
concept of tragic feeling, which had been misunderstood both by Aristotle and,
quite especially, by our modern pessimists. Tragedy is so far from proving any-
thing about the pessimism of the Hellenes, in Schopenhauer’s sense, that it may,
on the contrary, be considered its decisive repudiation and counter-instance. Say-
ing Yes to life even in its strangest and hardest problems, the will to life rejoicing
over its own inexhaustibility even in the very sacrifice of its highest types—that is
what I called Dionysian, that is what I guessed to be the bridge to the psychology
of the tragic poet. Not in order to be liberated from terror and pity, not in order
to purge oneself of a dangerous affect by its vehement discharge—Aristotle
understood it that way—but in order to be oneself the eternal joy of becoming,
beyond all terror and pity—that joy which included even joy in destroying.

And herewith I again touch that point from which I once went forth: The
Birth of Tragedy was my first revaluation of all values. Herewith I again stand on
the soil out of which my intention, my ability grows—I, the last disciple of the
philosopher Dionysus—I, the teacher of the eternal recurrence.
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