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stancy of the martyrs, that these murders ought to be

attributed, but simply to the injustice and cruelty of the

pagans. It is through this sophism, also, that good people
are often said to be the cause of all the evils which they

might have avoided by doing things which would have

offended their conscience ; because, if they had chosen to

relax in that strict observance of the law of God, these

evils would not have happened.
We see also a famous example of this sophism in the

ridiculous reasoning of the Epicureans, who concluded

that the gods must have a human form, because among all

creatures in the world men alone had the use of reason.

The gods, said they, are very happy ; none can be happy
without virtue ; there is no virtue without reason ; and reason

is found noickere except in the human form ; it must be

avowed, therefore, that the gods have the human form. But

they were very blind, not to see that although in men the

substance which thinks and reasons be united to a human

body, it is, nevertheless, not the human figure which en

ables men to think and reason, it being absurd to imagine
that reason and thought depend on anything which is in a

nose, a mouth, cheeks, two arms, two hands, two feet ; and

it was thus a puerile sophism in these philosophers to con

clude that reason could only dwell in the human form,

because in man it is accidentally united with that form.

VI.

Passing from a divided sense to a connected sense, or from a

connected sense to a divided sense.

The former of these sophisms is called fallacia composi-
tionis ; the latter, fallacia divisionis. They will be under

stood better by examples.
Jesus Christ says, in the gospel, in speaking of his

miracles, The blind see, the lame walk, the deaf hear. This

cannot be true if we take these things separately, and not

together, that is to say, in a divided, and not in a con

nected sense. For the blind could not see, remaining
blind ; and the deaf could not hear, remaining deaf; but

those who had been blind before were so no longer, but

now saw ; and so of the deaf.
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It is in the same sense, also, that God is said, in the

Scripture, to justify the ungodly. For this does not mean,
that he considers as just those who are still ungodly, but

that he renders just, by his grace, those who before were

ungodly.
There are, on the contrary, propositions which are true

only in an opposite sense to the divided sense : as when St

Paul says, that liars, fornicators, and covetous men shall

not enter into the kingdom of heaven. For this does not

mean that none of those who have had these vices shall be

saved, but only that those who have continued addicted to

them, and have never left them by turning to God. shall

have no place in the kingdom of heaven.

It is easy to see that we cannot, without a sophism, pass
from one of these senses to the other ;

and that those, for

example, would reason ill, who should promise themselves

heaven while remaining in their sins, because Jesus came
to save sinners, and because it is said in the gospel that

women of evil life shall enter into the kingdom of God before

the Pharisees ;
or who, on the other hand, having forsaken

evil, should despair of their salvation, as having nothing
to expect but the punishment of their sins, because it is

said that the anger of God is reserved against all those

Avho live ungodly lives, and that none who are vicious

shall have any part in the inheritance of Jesus Christ.

The first would pass from the divided sense to the com

pounded, in promising themselves, though still continuing

sinners, that which is only promised to those who cease to

be so, by true conversion ; and the last would pass from

the compounded sense to the divided, in applying to those

who have been sinners, but who cease to be so by turning

to God, that which refers only to sinners remaining in

their sins and wicked life.

VII.

Passing from what is true in some respect, to what is true

absolutely.

This is what is called in the schools a dido secundum

quid ad dictum simplicitcr. The following are examples :

The Epicureans proved, again, that the gods must have the
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human form because it is the most beautiful, and every

thing which is beautiful must be in God. This was bad

reasoning; for the human form is not beautiful absolutely,
but only in relation to bodies. And thus, the perfection

being only in some respect, and not absolutely, it did not

follow that it must be in God because all perfections are

in God, it being only those which are perfections abso

lutely, that is to say, which contain no imperfection, which

were necessary in God.
We find also in Cicero, in the Third Book, of the nature

of the gods, an absurd argument of Cotta against the

existence of God, which may be referred to the same vice.

How, says he, can we conceive God. since ive can attribute no

virtue to him ? For shall we say that he has prudence 1 But

since prudence consists in the choice between good and evil,

what need can God have for this choice, not being capable of

any evil&quot;? Shall we say that he has intelligence and reason?

But reason and intelligence serve to discover to us that winch

is unknown from that which is knoivn; now, there can be

nothing unknown to God. Neither can justice be in God, be

cause this relates only to the intercourse of men ; nor temperance,

since he has no desires to moderate; nor strength, since he is

susceptible of neither pain nor labour, and is not exposed to any

danger. How, therefore, can that be a god which has neither

intelligence nor virtue ?

It is difficult to conceive anything more impertinent
than this method of reasoning. It resembles the notion of

a rustic who, having never seen houses covered with any
thing but thatch, and having heard that there were in

towns no roofs of thatch, should conclude therefrom that

there were no houses in towns, and that those who dwell

there are very miserable, being exposed to all the incle

mencies of the weather. This is how Cotta, or rather,

Cicero, reasons. There can be no virtues in God like

those in men ; therefore, there is no virtue in God. And
what is so marvellous is, that he concludes that there is no

virtue in God, only because the imperfection which is

found in human virtue cannot be in God ; so that what

proves to him that God has no intelligence, is the fact that

nothing is hid from him, that is to say, that he sees nothing
because he sees everything ; that he can do nothing, be-
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cause he can do everything ; that he enjoys no happiness,
because he possesses all happiness.

VIII.

Abusing the ambiguity ofivonls, which may be done indifferent

ways.

We may reduce to this kind of sophism all those syllo

gisms which are vicious, though having four terms,

whether this be because the middle is taken twice parti

cularly, or because it is taken in one sense in the first pro

position, and in another in the second, or, finally, because

the terms of the conclusion are not taken in the same sense

in the premises as in the conclusion : For we do not restrict

the word ambiguity to those words alone that are mani

festly equivocal, which scarcely ever mislead any one, but

we comprise under it anything which may change the

meaning of a word, especially when men do not easily

perceive that change, because different things being signi

fied by the same word, they take them for the same thing.

On this subject, we may refer to what has been said to

wards the end of the First Part, where we have also

spoken of the remedy which should be employed against

the confusion of ambiguous words by denning them so pre

cisely that none can be deceived.

We shall content ourselves, therefore, with referring
^

to

some examples of this ambiguity, which sometimes deceive

men of ability, such as those which we often find in words

which signify some whole, which may be taken either

collectively, for all their parts together, or distributive!/,

for each of these parts.

In this way is to be resolved that sophism of the stoics,

who concluded that the world was an animal endowed

with reason, because that which //as the use of ratson is better

than that which has not.
&quot; Now there is nothing,&quot; say they.

which is better than the world, therefore, the world has

the use of reason.&quot; The minor of this argument is false,

since it attributes to the world that which belongs only

to God, which is, that of being such that it is impossible to

conceive anything better, or more perfect. But in limit-

in&quot;- ourselves to creatures, although we may say that there
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is nothing better than the world, taking it, collectively, for

the totality of all the beings that God has created, all

that we can conclude from this at most is, th^,t
the world

has the use of reason in relation to some of its parts, such

as are angels and men, and not that the whole together was
an animal endowed with the use of reason. This would
be the same kind of bad reasoning as to say man thinks ;

now, man is composed of mind and body ; therefore, mind
and body think. For it is enough, in order that we may
attribute thought to the whole man, that he thinks in re

lation to one of the parts ; and from this it does not at all

follow that he thinks in the other.

IX.

Deriving a general conclusion from a defective induction.

When, from the examination of many particular things,
we rise to the knowledge of a general truth this is called

induction. Thus, when we find, by the examination ofmany
seas, that the water in them is salt, and of many rivers,

that the water in them is fresh, we infer, generally, that

the water of the sea is salt, and that of rivers fresh. The
different experiments by which we have found that gold
does not diminish in the fire, leads us to judge that this is

true of all gold. And since no people have ever been

found who do not speak, we believe confidently that all

men speak, that is to say, employ sounds to express their

thoughts. It is in this way that all our knowledge begins,
since individual things present themselves to us before uni-

versals, although, afterwards, the universals help us to

know the individual.

It is, however, nevertheless true, that induction alone is

never a certain means of acquiring perfect knowledge, as

we shall show in another place. The consideration of in

dividual things furnishes to our mind only the occasion of

turning its attention to its natural ideas, according to which
it judges of the truth of things in general. For it is true,

for example, that I might never perhaps have been led to

consider the nature of a triangle if I had not seen a triangle,

which furnished me with the occasion of thinking of it.

But it, nevertheless, is not the particular examination of
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all the triangles which makes me conclude generally and

certainly of all, that the space which they contain is equal

to that of the rectangle of their whole base and a part of

their side (for this examination would be impossible), but

simply the consideration of what is contained in the idea

of a triangle which I find in iny mind.

Be this as it may, reserving the consideration of this

subject for another place, it is enough to say here, that

defective inductions, those, that is to say, which are not

complete, often lead us to fall into error ;
and I shall con

tent myself with referring to one remarkable example of

this.

All philosophers had believed, up to the present time,

as an undoubted truth, that a syringe being well stopped,

it would be impossible to draw out the piston without

bursting it, and that we might make water rise as high as

we chose in pumps by suction. What made this to be so

firmly believed was, that it was supposed to have been

verified by a most certain induction derived from a multi

tude of experiments ; but, both are found to be false, since

new experiments have been made which have proved that

the piston of a syringe, however well it may be stopped,

may be drawn out. provided we employ a force equal to

the weight of a column of water of more than 23 feet in

height, of the diameter of the syringe ;
and that we cannot

raise water, by suction in a pump, higher than 22 or 23 feet

CHAPTER XX.

OF THE BAD REASONINGS WHICH ARE COMMON IN CIVIL

LIFE AND IN ORDINARY DISCOURSE.

WE have seen some examples of the faults which are most

common in reasoning on scientific subjects ; but, since the

principal use of reason is not in relation to those kind of
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subjects which enter but little into the conduct of life, and

in which there is much less danger of being deceived, it

would, without doubt, be much more useful to consider

generally what betrays men into the false judgments which

they make on every kind of subject, and principally on

that of morals, and of other things which are important in

civil life, and which constitute the ordinary subject of their

conversation. But, inasmuch as this design would require
a separate work, which would comprehend almost the whole

of morals, we shall content ourselves with indicating here,

in general, some of the causes of those false judgments
which are so common amongst men.

We do not stay to distinguish false judgments from bad

reasonings, and shall inquire indifferently into the causes

of each, both because false judgments are the sources of

bad reasonings, and produce them as a necessary conse

quence, and because in reality there is almost always a

concealed and enveloped reasoning in what appears to be

a simple judgment, there being always something which

operates on the motive and principle of that judgment.
For example, when we judge that a stick which appears
bent in the water is really so, this judgment is founded on

that general and false proposition, that what appears bent

to our senses, is so really ; and this involves a reason

ing, though not developed. In considering them generally,
the causes of our errors appear to be reducible to two

principles : the one interior the irregularity of the will,

which troubles and disorders the judgment; the other ex

ternal^ which lies in the objects of which we judge, and

which deceive our minds by false appearances. Now
although these causes almost always appear united to

gether, there are, nevertheless, certain errors, in which one

prevails more than the other ; and hence we shall treat of

them separately.

OF THE SOPHISMS OF SELF-LOVE, OF INTEREST, AND OF
PASSION.

I.

If we examine with care what commonly attaches men
rather to one opinion than to another, we shall find that it
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is not a conviction of the truth, and the force of the

reasons, but some bond of self-love, of interest, or of

passion. This is the weight which bears down the scale,
and which decides us in the greater part of our doubts.

It is this which gives the greatest impetus to our judg
ments, and which holds us to them most forcibly. We
judge of things, not by what they are in themselves, but

by what they are in relation to us, and truth and utility
are to us but one and the same thing.
No other proofs are needed than those which we see

every day, to show that the things which are held every
where else as doubtful, or even as false, are considered

most certain by all of some one nation, or profession, or

institution. For, since it cannot be that what is true in

Spain should be false in France, nor that the minds of all

Spaniards are so differently constituted from those of

Frenchmen, as that, judging by the same rules of rea

soning, that which appears generally true to the one
should appear generally false to the others, it is plain that

this diversity of judgment can arise from no other cause

except that the one choose to hold as true that which is to

their advantage, and that the others, having no interest at

stake, judge of it in a different way.
Nevertheless, what can be more unreasonable than to

take our interest as the motive for believing a thing ? All

that it can do, at most, is to lead us to consider with more
attention the reasons which may enable us to discover the

truth of that which we wish to be true ; but it is only the

truth which must be found in the thing itself, independently
of our desires, which ought to convince us. I am of such

a country ; therefore, I must believe that such a saint

preached the gospel there. I am of such an order
;
there

fore, I must believe that such a privilege is right. These
are no reasons. Of Avhatever order, and of whatever

country you may be, you ought to believe only Avhat is

true
;
and what you would have been disposed to believe,

though you had been of another country, of another order,

and of another profession.

II.

But this illusion is much more evident when any change
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takes place in the passions ; for, though all things remain
in their place, it appears, nevertheless, to those who are

moved by some new passion, that the change which has

taken place in their own heart alone, has changed all ex

ternal things which have any relation to them. How
often do we see persons who are able to recognise no good

quality, either natural or acquired, in those against whom
they have conceived an aversion, or who have been op

posed in something to their feelings, desires, and interests?

This is enough to render them at once, in their estimation,

rash, proud, ignorant, without faith, without honour, and
without conscience. Their affections and desires are not

any more just or moderate than their hatred. If they
love any one, he is free from every kind of defect. Every
thing which they desire is just and easy, everything which

they do not desire is unjust and impossible, without their

being able to assign any other reason for all these judg
ments than the passion itself which possesses them ; so

that, though they do not expressly realise to their mind
this reasoning I love him ; therefore, he is the cleverest

man in the world : I hate him
; therefore, he is nobody ;

they realise it to a great extent, in their hearts ; and

therefore, we may call sophisms and delusions of the heart

those kinds of errors which consist in transferring our

passion to the objects of our passions, and in judging that

they are what we will or desire that they may be ; which
is without doubt very unreasonable, since our desires can

effect no change in the existence of that which is without

us, and since it is God alone whose will is efficacious

enough to render all things what he would have them to be.

m.

We may reduce to the same illusion of self-love, that of

those who decide everything by a very general and con

venient principle, which is, that they are right, that they
know the truth ;

from which it is not difficult to infer that

those who are not of their opinion are deceived, in fact,

the conclusion is necessary.
The error of these persons springs solely from this, that

the good opinion which they have of their own insight
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leads them to consider all their thoughts as so clear and
evident, that they imagine the whole world must accept
them as soon as they ai-e known. Hence it is that they
so rarely trouble themselves to furnish proofs, they sel

dom listen to the opinions of others, they wish all to yield
to their authority, since they never distinguish their autho

rity from reason. They treat with contempt all those who
are not of their opinion, without considering that if others
are not of their opinion, so neither are they of the opinion
of others, and that it is unjust to assume, without proof,
that we are in the right when we attempt to convince

others, who are not of our opinion, simply because they
are persuaded that we are not in the right.

IV.

There are some, again, who have no other ground for

rejecting certain opinions than this amusing reasoning :

if this were so, I should not be a clever man ; now, I am a
clever man ; therefore, it is not so. This is the main
reason which, for a long time, led to the rejection of some
most useful remedies, and most certain discoveries ; for

those who had not known them previously, fancied that

by admitting them, they would have confessed themselves

to have , been hitherto deceived. &quot;What,&quot; said they,
&quot; if the blood circulate, if the food is not carried to the

liver by the messaric veins, if the venous artery carry the

blood to the heart, if the blood rise by the descending hol

low vein, if nature does not abhor a vacuum, if the air be

heavy and have a movement below, I have been ignorant
of many important things in anatomy and in physics.
These things, therefore, cannot be.&quot; But, to remedy this

folly, it is also necessary to represent fully to such that

there is very little discredit in being mistaken, and that

they may be accomplished in other things, though they
be not in those which have been recently discovered.

V.

There is, again, nothing more common than to see

people mutually reproaching each other, and accusing one

N
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another for example, of obstinacy, passion, and chicanery
when they are of different opinions. There are scarcely

any advocates who do not accuse each other of delaying
the process, and concealing the truth by artifices of speech ;

and thus those who are in the right, and those who are in

the wrong, with almost the same language, make the same

complaints, and attribute to each other the same vices.

This is one of the most injurious things possible in the life

of men, for it throws truth and error, justice and injustice,

into an obscurity so profound, that the Avorld, in general,
cannot distinguish between them ; and hence it happens,
that many attach themselves, by chance and without

knowledge, to one of these parties, and that others con

demn both as being equally wrong.
All this confusion springs, again, from the same malady

which leads each one to take, as a principle, that he is in

the right ; for, from this, it is not difficult to infer, that all

who oppose us are obstinate, since, to be obstinate is not

to submit to the right.

But still, although it be true that these reproaches of

passion, of blindness, and of quibbling, which are very un

just on the part of those who are mistaken, are just and

right on the part of those who are not so ; nevertheless,

since they assume that truth is on the side of him who
makes them, wise and thoughtful persons, who treat of any
contested matter, should avoid using them, before they have

thoroughly established the truth and justice of the cause

which they maintain. They will never then accuse their

adversaries of obstinacy, of rashness, of wanting common
sense, before they have clearly proved this. They will

not say, before they have shown it, that they fall into in

tolerable absurdities and extravagances ;
for the others,

on their side, will say the same of them, and thus accom

plish nothing. And thus they will prefer rather to observe

that most equitable rule of St Augustine : Omittamm ista

communia, quce did ex utraque parte possunt^ licet vere did ex

it trague parte non possint.

They will thus be content to defend truth by the wea

pons which are her own, and which falsehood cannot

borrow. These are clear and weighty reasons.
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VI.

The mind of man is not only in love with itself, but it

is also naturally jealous, envious of, and ill-disposed to

wards, others. It can scarcely bear that they should have

any advantage, but desires it all for itself ; and as it is an

advantage to know the truth, and furnish men with new
views, a secret desire arises to rob those who do this of

the glory, which often leads men to combat, without reason,
the opinions and inventions of others.

Thus, as self-love often leads us to make these ridiculous

reasonings : It is an opinion which I discovered, it is that

of my order, it is an opinion which is convenient, it is,

therefore, true ; natural ill-will leads us often to make
these others, which are equally absurd : Some one else

said such a thing ; it is, therefore, false : I did not write

that book ; it is, therefore, a bad one.

This is the source of the spirit of contradiction so com
mon amongst men, and which leads them, when they hear

or read anything of another, to pay but little attention to

the reasons which might have persuaded them, and to

think only of those which they think may be offered

against it ; they are always on their guard against truth,

and think only of the means by which it may be repressed
and obscured in which they are almost invariably success

ful, the fertility of the human mind in false reasons being
inexhaustible.

When this vice is in excess, it constitutes one of the

leading characteristics of the spirit of pedantry, which
rinds its greatest pleasure in quibbling with others on the

pettiest things, and in contradicting everything with a pure

malignity. But it is often more imperceptible and more
concealed ; and AVC may say, indeed, that no one is alto

gether free from it, since it has its root in self-love, which

always lives in men.
The knowledge of this malignant and envious disposi

tion, which dwells deep in the heart of men, shows us that

one of the most important rules which we can observe,

in order to win those to whom we speak from error, and

bring them over to the truth of which we would persuade

them, is to excite their envy and jealousy as little as pos-
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sible by speaking of ourselves, and by presenting to them

objects which may engage their attention.

For, since men love scarcely any but themselves, they
cannot bear that another should intrude himself upon them,
and thus throw into shade the main object of their regard.
All that does not refer to themselves is odious and imper
tinent, and they commonly pass from the hatred of the man
to the hatred of his opinions and reasons. Hence, wise

persons avoid as much as possible revealing to others

the advantages which they have, they avoid attracting at

tention to themselves in particular, and seek rather, by
hiding themselves in the crowd, to escape observation, in

order that only the truth which they propose may be seen

in their discourse.

The late M. Pascal, who knew as much of true rhetoric

as any one ever did, carried this rule so far as to maintain
that a well-bred man ought to avoid mentioning himself,
and even to avoid using the words I and me ; and he was
accustomed to say, on this subject, that Christian piety
annihilated the human me, and that human civility con

cealed and suppressed it. This rule, however, is not to be

observed too rigidly, for there are many occasions in which
it would uselessly embarrass us to avoid these words;
but it is always good to keep it in view, to preserve us

from the wretched custom of some individuals, who speak

only of themselves, and who quote themselves continually,
when their opinion is not asked for. This leads those who
hear them to suspect that this constant recurrence to them
selves arises only from a secret pleasure, which leads them

continually to that object of their love, and thus excites in

them, by a natural consequence, a secret aversion to these

people, and towards all that they say. This shows us

that one of the characteristics most unworthy of a sensible

man is that which Montaigne has affected in entertaining
his readers with all his humours, his inclinations, his

fancies, his maladies, his virtues, and his vices, which
could arise only from a weakness of judgment, as well as

a violent love for himself. It is true that he attempted
as far as possible to remove from himself the suspicion of

a low and vulgar vanity, by speaking freely of his defects,

as well as of his good qualities, which has something
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amiable in it, from the appearance of sincerity ; but it is

easy to see that all that is only a trick and artifice, which

should onlyrender it still more odious. He speaks of his vices

in order that they may be known, not that they may be

detested ;
he does not think for a moment that he ought to

be held in less esteem ;
he regards them as things very in

different, and rather as creditable than disgraceful ;
if he

reveals them it gives him no concern, and he believes that

he will not be, on that account, at all more vile or con

temptible. But when he apprehends that anything will

degrade him at all, he is as careful as any one to conceal it ;

hence, a celebrated author of the present day pleasantly

remarks, that though he takes great pains, without any

occasion, to inform us, in two places of his book, that he

had a page, Avho was an oiFicer of very little use in the

house of a gentleman of six thousand livres a year, he has

not taken the same pains to inform us that he had also a

clerk, having been himself counsellor of the parliament of

Bordeaux. This employment, though very honourable in

itself, did not satisfy the vanity he had of appearing always
with the air of a gentleman and of a cavalier, and as one

unconnected with the brief and gown.
It is, nevertheless, probable, however, that he would not

have concealed this circumstance of his life if he could

have found some marshal of France who had been coun

sellor of Bordeaux, as he has chosen to inform us that he

had been mayor of that town, but only, after having in

formed us that he had succeeded Marshal de Brion in that

office, and had been succeeded by Marshal de Matignon.
But the greatest vice of this author is not that of vanity,

for he is filled with such a multitude of shameful scandals,

and of epicurean and impious maxims, that it is wonderful

that he has been endured so long by every body, and that

there are even men of mind who have not discovered the

poison.
No other proofs are necessary, in order to judge of his

libertinism, than the manner in which he speaks even of

his vices ;
for allowing, in many places, that he had been

guilty of a great number of criminal excesses, he declares,

nevertheless, that he did not repent of them at all, and

that if he had to live over again he would live as he had
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done. &quot; As for me,&quot; says he,
&quot; I cannot desire in general

to be other than I am. I cannot condemn my universal

form, though I may be displeased with it, and pray God
for my entire reformation, and for the pardon of my natural

weakness ; but this I ought not to call repentance any
more than the dissatisfaction I may feel at not being an

angel, or Cato ; my actions are regulated and conformed to

my state and condition ;
I cannot be better, and repent

ance does not properly refer to things which are not in

our power. I never expected incongruously to affix the

tail of a philosopher to the head and body of an abandoned

man, or that the meagre end of my life was to disavow
and deny the most beautiful, complete, and largest portion
of the whole. If I had to live over again I would live as

I have done ; I do not lament over the past ;
I do not fear

for the future.&quot; Awful words, which denote the entire

extinction of all religious feeling, but which are worthy of

him who said, also, in another place :
&quot; I plunge myself

headlong blindly into death, as into a dark and silent

abyss, full of a mighty sleep, full of unconsciousness and

lethargy, which engulphs me at once, and overwhelms me
in a moment.&quot; And in another place :

&quot;

Death, which is

only a quarter of an hour s passion, without consequence,
and without injury, does not deserve any special precepts.&quot;

Although this digression appears widely removed from

this subject, it belongs to it nevertheless, for this reason

that there is no book which more fosters that bad cus

tom of speaking of one s self, being occupied with one s

self, and wishing all others to be so too. This wonder

fully corrupts reason, both in ourselves, through the vanity
which always accompanies these discourses, and in others,

by the contempt and aversion which they conceive for us.

Those only may be allowed to speak of themselves who
are men of eminent virtue, and who bear witness by what
means they have become so, so that if they make known
their good actions, it is only to excite others to praise God
for these, or to instruct them ;

and if they publish their

faults, it is only to humble themselves before men, and to

deter them from committing these. But, for ordinary per

sons, it is a ridiculous vanity to wish to inform others of

their petty advantages ; and it is insufferable effrontery to
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reveal their excesses to the world without expressing their

sorrow for them, since the last degree of abandonment in

vice is, not to blush for it, and to have no concern or re

pentance on account of it, but to speak of it indifferently

as of anything else ;
in which mainly lies the wit of Mon

taigne.

VII.

We may distinguish to some extent, from malignant and

envious contradiction, another kind of disposition not so

bad, but which produces the same faults of reasoning ; this

is the spirit of debate, which is, however, a vice very inju

rious to the mind.

It is not that discussions, generally, can be censured.

We may say, on the contrary, that provided they be rightly

used, there is nothing which contributes more towards

giving us different hints, both for finding the truth, or for

recommending it to others. The movement of the mind,

when it works alone, in the examination of any subject, is

commonly too cold and languid. It needs a certain

warmth to inspire it, and awaken its ideas, and it is com

monly through the various obstacles which we meet with

that we discover wherein the obscurity and the difficulties

of conviction consist, which leads us to endeavour to over

come them.

It is true, however, that just in proportion as this exer

cise is useful, when we employ it aright, and without any
mixture of passion, so, in that proportion, is it dangerous
when we abuse it, and pride ourselves on maintaining our

opinion at whatever cost, and in contradicting that of

others. Nothing can separate us more widely from the

truth, and plunge us into error, than this kind of disposi

tion. We become accustomed, unconsciously, to find reasons

for everything, and to place ourselves above reason by never

yielding to it, which leads us by degrees to hold nothing as

certain, and to confound truth with error, in regarding both

as equally probable. This is why it is so rare a thing for

a question to be determined by discussion ;
and why it

scarcely ever happens that two philosophers agree. They

always find replies and rejoinders, since their aim is not to
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avoid error but silence, and since they think it less dis

graceful to remain always in error than to avow that they
were mistaken.

Thus, unless at least we have been accustomed by long

discipline to retain the perfect mastery over ourselves, it is

very difficult not to lose sight of truth in debates, since

there are scarcely any exercises which so much arouse our

passions. What vices have they not excited, says a cele

brated author, being almost always governed by anger ?

We pass first to a hatred of the reasons, and then of the

persons. We learn to dispute only to contradict ; and
each contradicting and being contradicted, it comes to pass
that the result of the debate is the annihilation of truth.

One goes to the east and another to the west one loses

the principle in dispute, and another wanders amidst a

crowd of details and after an hour s storm, they know
not what they were discussing. One is above, another

below, and another at the side one seizes on a word or

similitude another neither listens to, nor still less under

stands, what his opponent says, and is so engaged with his

own course that he only thinks of following himself, not

you.
There are some, again, who, conscious of their weakness,

fear everything, refuse everything, confuse the discussion

at the onset, or, in the midst of it, become obstinate and
are silent, affecting a proud contempt, or a stupid modesty
of avoiding contention. One, provided only that he is

effective, cares not how he exposes himself another counts

his words and weighs his reasons a third relies on his

voice and lungs alone. We see some who conclude against

themselves, and others who weary and bewilder every one

with prefaces and useless digressions. Finally, there are

some who arm themselves with abuse, and make a german
quarrel in order to finish the dispute, when they have been

worsted in argument. These are the common vices of our

debates, which are ingeniously enough represented by this

writer, who, without ever having known the true grandeur
of man, has sufficiently canvassed his defects.

We may hence judge how liable these kinds of confer

ences are to disorder the mind, at least unless we take

great care not only not to fall ourselves first into these



CHAP. XX.] SELF-LOVE INTEREST PASSION. 273

errors, but also not to follow those who do, and so to go
vern ourselves that we may see them wander without wan

dering ourselves, and without losing the end which we

ought to seek, which is the elucidation of the truth which

is under discussion.

VIII.

We find some persons, again, principally amongst those

who attend at court, who, knowing very well how incon

venient and disagreeable these controversial dispositions

are, adopt an immediately opposite course, which is that

of contradicting nothing, but of praising and approving

everything indifferently. This is what is called complais

ance, which is a disposition more convenient indeed for our

fortune, but very injurious to our judgment, for as the

controversial hold as true the contrary of what is said to

them, the complaisant appear to take as true everything
which is said to them, and this habit corrupts, in the first

place their discourse, and then their minds.

Hence it is that praises are become so common, and are

given so indifferently to every one, that we know not what

to conclude from them. There is not a single preacher in

the Gazette, who is not most eloquent, and who does not

ravish his hearers by the profundity of his knowledge.
All who die are illustrious for piety ;

and the pettiest

authors might make books of praises which they re

ceive from their friends ; so that, amidst this profusion

of praises, which are made with such little discernment,

it is matter of wonder that some are found so eager for

them, and who treasure so carefully those which are given
to them.

It is quite impossible that this confusion in the language
should not produce some confusion in the mind, for those

who adopt the habit of praising everything, become accus

tomed also to approve of everything. But though the false

hood were only in the words, and not in the mind, this

would be sufficient to lead those who sincerely love the

truth, to avoid it. It is not necessary to reprove everything
which may be bad, but it is necessary to praise only what

is truly praiseworthy, otherwise we lead those whom we
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praise in this way into error. We help to deceive those

who judge of these persons by these praises ;
and we com

mit a wrong against those who truly deserve praises, by giv

ingthem equally to those who do not deserve them. Finally,
we destroy all the trustworthiness of language, and con

fuse all ideas and words, by causing them to be no longer

signs of our judgments and thoughts, but simply an out

ward civility which we give to those whom we praise as

we might do a bow, for this is all that we ought to infer

from ordinary praises and compliments.

IX.

Amongst the various ways by which self-love plunges
men into error, or rather strengthens them in it, and pre
vents their escape from it, we must not forget one which

is, without doubt, one of the principal and most common.
This is the engaging to maintain any opinion, to which we

may attach ourselves from other considerations than those

of its truth. For this determination to defend our opinion
leads us no longer to consider whether the reasons we em

ploy are true or false, but whether they will avail to de

fend that which we maintain. We employ all sorts of

reasons, good and bad, in order that there may be some to

suit every one ; and we sometimes proceed even to say

things which we well know to be absolutely false, if they
will contribute to the end which we seek. The following
are some examples :

An intelligent man would hardly ever suspect Montaigne
of having believed all the dreams of judicial astrology.

Nevertheless, when he needs them for the purpose of

foolishly degrading mankind, he employs them as good
reasons. &quot; When we consider,&quot; says he,

&quot; the dominion
and power which these bodies have, not only on our lives,

and on the state of our fortune, but also on our inclina

tions, which are governed, driven, and disturbed, according
to their influences, how can we deprive them of a soul, of

life, and of discourse?&quot;

Does he wish to destroy the advantage which men have

over beasts 1 He relates to us absurd stories, whose ex

travagance he knew better than any one, and derives from
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them these still more absurd conclusions :
&quot; There have

been,&quot; says he,
&quot; some who boasted that they understood

the language of brutes, as Apollonius Thyaneus, Melampus,
Tiresias, Thales, and others ; and since Avhat the cosmo-

graphers say is true, that there are some nations which

receive a dog as their king, they must give a certain inter

pretation to his voice and movements.&quot;

We might conclude, for the same reason, that when

Caligula made his horse consul, the orders which he gave
in the discharge of that office must have been clearly

understood. But AVC should do wrong in accusing Mon

taigne of this bad consequence ; his design was not to

speak reasonably, but to gather together a confused mass

of everything which might be said against men, which is,

however, a vice utterly opposed to the justness of mind

and sincerity of a good man.

Who, again, would tolerate this other reasoning of the

same author, on the subject of the auguries which the

pagans made from the flight of birds, and which the wisest

amongst them derided ?
&quot;

Amongst all the predictions of

time
past,&quot; says he,

&quot; the most ancient, and the most cer

tain, were those which were derived from the flight of

birds. We have nothing of the like kind nothing so

admirable ;
that rule, that order of the moving of the

wing, through which the consequences of things to come

were obtained, must certainly have been directed by some

excellent means to so noble an operation ;
for it is insuffi

cient to attribute so great an effect to some natural ordi

nance, without the intelligence, agreement, or discourse of

the agent which produces it; and such an opinion is evi

dently false.&quot;

Is it not a delightful thing to see a man who holds that

nothing is either evidently true or evidently false, in a

treatise expressly designed to establish Pyrrhonism, and

to destroy evidence and certainty, deliver to us seriously

these dreams as certain truths, and speak of the contrary

opinion as evidently false ? But he is amusing himself at

our expense when he speaks in this way, and he is without

excuse in thus sporting with his readers, by telling them

things which he does not, and could not without absurdity,

believe.
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He was, without doubt, as good a philosopher as Virgil,
who does not ascribe to any intelligence in the birds even

those periodical changes which we observe in their move
ment according to the difference of the air, from which we

may derive some conjecture as to rain and fine weather.

This may be seen in these admirable verses from the

Georgics :

&quot; Non equidem credo quia sit divinitus illis

Ingenium, aut rerum fato prudentia major;
Verum ubi tempestas et coeli mobilis humor.
Mutavere vias, et Jupiter humidus austris

Deusat erant qu?e rara modo, et quse densa relaxat
;

Vertuntur species animorum, ut corpora motus
Nunc hos, nuiic alios : dum nubila ventus agebat;
Concipiant, hinc ille avium concentus in agris,
Et Isetae pecudes, et ovantes gutture corvi.&quot;

But these mistakes being voluntary, all that is necessary
to avoid them is a little good faith. The most common,
and the most dangerous, are those of which we are not

conscious, because the engagement into which we have

entered to defend an opinion disturbs the view of the mind,
and leads it to take as true that which contributes to its

end. The only remedy which can be applied to these is

to have no end but truth, and to examine reasonings with

so much care, that even prejudice shall not be able to mis

lead us.

OF THE FALSE REASONINGS WHICH ARISE FROM OBJECTS

THEMSELVES.

We have already noticed that we ought not to separate
the inward causes of our errors from those which are de

rived from objects, which may be called the outward, be

cause the false appearance of these objects would not be

capable of leading us into error, if the will did not hurry
the mind into forming a precipitate judgment, when it is

not as yet sufficiently enlightened.

Since, however, it cannot exert this power over the

understanding in things perfectly evident, it is plain that

the obscurity of the objects contributes somewhat to our

mistakes ; and, indeed, there are often cases in which the
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passion which leads us to reason ill is almost imperceptible.
Hence it is useful to consider separately those illusions

which arise principally from the things themselves :

I.

It is a false and impious opinion, that truth is so like to

falsehood, and virtue to vice, that it is impossible to dis

tinguish between them ; but it is true that, in the majority
of cases, there is a mixture of truth and error, of virtue

and vice, of perfection and imperfection, and that this

mixture is one of the most ordinary sources of the false

judgments of men.

For it is through this deceptive mixture that the good

qualities of those whom we respect lead us to approve of

their errors, and that the defects of those whom we do not

esteem lead us to condemn what is good in them, since we
do not consider that the most imperfect are not so in

everything, and that God leaves in the best imperfections,

which, being the remains of human infirmity, ought not to

be the objects of our respect or imitation.

The reason of this is, that men rarely consider things in

detail; they judge only according to their strongest im

pression, and perceive only what strikes them most : thus,

when they perceive a good deal of truth in a discourse,

they do not notice the errors which are mixed with it ;

and, on the contrary, when the truths are mingled with

many errors, they pay attention only to the errors, the

strong bears away the weak, and the most vivid impression
effaces that which is more obscure.

It is, however, a manifest injustice to judge in this way.
There can be no possible reason for rejecting reason, and

truth is not less truth for being mixed with error. It does

not belong to men, although men may propound it. Thus,

though men, by reason of their errors, may deserve to be

condemned, the truth which they advance ought not to be

rejected.
Thus justice and truth require, that in all things which

are thus made up of good and evil, we distinguish between

them ; and in this wise separation it is that mental pre
cision mainly appears. Hence the fathers of the church
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have taken from pagan books very excellent things for

their morals, and thus St Augustine has not scrupled to

borrow from an heretical Donatist seven rules for inter

preting Scripture.
Reason obliges us, when we can, to make this distinc

tion ; but since we have not always time to examine in

detail the good and evil that may be in everything, it is

right, in such circumstances, to give to them the name
which they deserve from their preponderating element.

Thus we ought to say that a man is a good philosopher
who commonly reasons well, and that a book is a good
book which has notoriously more of good than evil in it.

Men, however, are very much deceived in these general

judgments ; for they often praise and blame things from
the consideration only of what is least important in them,

want of penetration leading them not to discover what
is most important, when it is not the most striking : thus,

although those who are wise judges in painting value in

finitely more design than colour, or delicacy of touch, the

ignorant are, nevertheless, more impressed by a painting
whose colours are bright and vivid, than by another more
sober in colour, however admirable in design.

It must, however, be confessed, that false judgments
are not so common in the arts, since those who know

nothing about them defer more readily to the opinion
of those who are well informed ; but they are most fre

quent in those things which lie within the jurisdiction of

the people, and of which the world claims the liberty of

judging, such as eloquence.
We call, for example, a preacher eloquent, when his

periods are well turned, and when he uses no inelegant
words ;

and from this M. Vaugelas says, in one place, that

a bad Avord does a preacher or an advocate more harm
than a bad reasoning. We must believe that this is simply
a truth of fact which he relates, and not an opinion which
he supports. It is true that we find people who judge in

this way, but it is true also that there is nothing more
unreasonable than these judgments ; for the purity of

language, and the multitude of figures, are but to eloquence
what the colouring is to a painting that is to say, only its

lower and more sensuous part ; but the most important
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part consists in conceiving things forcibly, and in express

ing them so that we may convey to the minds of the

hearers a bright and vivid image, which shall not only

convey these things in an abstract form, but with the

emotions, also, with which we conceive them ; and this we

may find in men of inelegant speech and unbalanced

periods, while we meet with it rarely in those who pay so

much attention to words and embellishments, since this

care distracts their attention from things, and weakens the

vigour of their thoughts, as painters remark, that those

who excel in colours do not commonly excel in design

the mind not being capable of this double application, and

attention to the one injuring the other.

&quot;We may say, in general, that the world values most

things by the exterior alone, since we find scarcely any
who penetrate to the interior and to the bottom of them ;

everything is judged according to the fashion, and un

happy are those who are not in favour. Such a one is

clever, intelligent, solid, as much as you will, but he does

not speak fluently, and cannot turn a compliment well ; he

may reckon on being little esteemed through the whole of

his life by the generality of the world, and on seeing a

multitude of insignificant minds preferred before him. It

is no great evil not to have the reputation Avhich we merit,

but it is a vast one to follow these false judgments, and to

judge of things only superficially; and this we are bound,
as far as possible, to avoid.

II.

Amongst the causes which lead us into error, by a false

lustre, which prevents our recognising it, we may justly

reckon a certain grand and pompous eloquence, which

Cicero calls abundantem sonantibus verbis uberibusque senten-

tiis ; for it is wonderful how sweetly a false reasoning
flows in at the close of a period which well fits the ear, or

of a figure which surprises us by its novelty, and in the

contemplation of which Ave are delighted.
These ornaments not only veil from our view the false

hoods which mingle with discourse, but they insensibly

engender them, since it often happens that they are neces-
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sary to the completion of the period or the figure. Thus,
when we hear an orator commencing a long gradation, or

an antithesis of many members, we have reason to be on
our guard, since it rarely happens that he finishes it with
out exaggerating the truth, in order to accommodate it to

the figure. He commonly disposes of it as we do the

stones of a building, or the metal of a statue : he cuts it,

lengthens it, narrows it, disguises it, as he thinks fit, in

order to adapt it to that vain work of words which he

wishes to make.
How many false thoughts has the desire of making a

good point produced? How many have been led into

falsehood for the sake of a rhyme ? How many foolish

things have certain Italian authors been led to write,

through the affectation of using only Ciceronian words,
and of what is called pure Latinity? Who could help

smiling to hear Benibo say that a pope had been elected

by the favour of the immortal gods Deorum immortatium

beneficiis? There are poets, even, who imagine that the

essence of poetry consists in the introduction of pagan
divinities ;

and a German poet, a good versifier enough,

though not a very judicious writer, having been justly

reproached by Francis Picus Mirandola with having in

troduced into a poem, where he describes the wars of

Christians against Christians, all the divinities of paganism,
and having mixed up Apollo, Diana, and Mercury, with

the pope, the electors, and the emperor, distinctly main
tained that, without this, it would not have been a poem,

in proof of which he alleged this strange reason, that

the poems of Hesiod, of Homer, and of Virgil, are full of

the names and the fables of these gods ; whence he con

cluded that he might be allowed to do the same.

These bad reasonings are often imperceptible to those

who make them, and deceive them first. They are deaf

ened by the sound of their own words, dazzled with the

lustre of their figures ; and the grandeur of certain words
attaches them unconsciously to thoughts of little solidity,

which they would doubtless have rejected had they exer

cised a little reflection.

It is probable, for instance, that it was the word vestal

which pleased an author of our time, and which led him
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to say to a young lady, to prevent her from being ashamed
of knowing Latin, that she need not blush to speak a

language which had been spoken by the vestals. For, if

he had considered this thought, he would have seen that

he might as justly have said to that lady that she ought to

blush to speak a language which had been formerly spoken
by the courtezans of Rome, who were far more numerous than
the vestals ; or that she ought to blush to speak any other

language than that of her own country, since the ancient

vestals spoke only their natural language. All these rea

sonings, which are worth nothing, are as good as that of

this author ; and the truth is, that the vestals have nothing
to do with justifying or condemning maidens who learn

Latin.

The false reasonings of this kind, which are met with

continually in the writings of those who most affect elo

quence, show us how necessary it is for the majority of

those who write or speak to be thoroughly convinced of

this excellent rule, that there is not/ti/ty beautiful except that

which is true ; which would take away from discourse a
multitude of vain ornaments and false thoughts. It is

true that this precision renders the style more dry, and less

pompous ; but it also renders it clearer, more vigorous,
more serious, and more worthy of an honourable man.
The impression which it makes is less strong, but much
more lasting ;

whereas that produced by these rounded

periods is so transient, that it passes away almost as soon

as we have heard them.

III.

It is a very common defect amongst men to judge rashly
of the actions and intentions of others, and they almost al

ways fall into it by a bad reasoning, through which, in not

recognising with sufficient clearness all the causes which

might produce any effect, they attribute that effect definitely
to one cause, when it may have been produced by many
others ; or, again, suppose that a cause, which has accident

ally, when united with many circumstances, produced an
effect on one occasion, must do so on all occasions.

A man of learning is found to be of the same opinion with
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a heretic, in a matter of criticism, independent of religious
controversies : A malicious adversary concludes from this

that he is favourable to heretics ; but he concludes this

rashly and maliciously, since it is perhaps reason and truth

which have led him to adopt that opinion.
A writer may speak with some strength against an

opinion which he believes to be dangerous : he will, from

this, be accused of hatred and animosity against the

authors who have advanced it
;
but he will be so unjustly

and rashly, since this earnestness may arise from zeal for

the truth, just as well as from hatred of the men who op

pose it.

A man is the friend of a vicious man : it is, therefore,

concluded that he approves of his conduct, and is a par
taker in his crimes. This does not follow, perhaps he

knows nothing about them, perhaps he has no part in

them.

We fail to render true civility to those to whom it is

due : we are said to be proud and insolent, but this was

perhaps only an inadvertence or simple forgetfulness. All

exterior things are but equivocal signs, that is to say, signs
which may signify many things, and we judge rashly when
we determine this sign to mean a particular thing, without

having any special reason for doing so. Silence is some
times a sign of modesty and wisdom, and sometimes of

stupidity. Slowness sometimes indicates prudence, and
sometimes heaviness of mind. Change is sometimes a sign
of inconstancy, and sometimes of sincerity. Thus it is bad

reasoning to conclude that a man is inconstant, simply
from the fact that he has changed his opinion ; for he may
have had good reason for changing it.

rv.

The false inductions by which general propositions are

derived from some particular experiences, constitute one

of the most common sources of the false reasonings of men.
Three or four examples are enough to make a maxim and
a common place, which they then employ as a principle for

deciding all things.
There are many maladies hidden from the most skilful
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physicians, and remedies often do not succeed : rash minds,

hence, conclude, that medicine is absolutely useless, and

only a craft of charlatans.

There are light and loose women : this is sufficient for

the jealous to conceive unjust suspicions against the most

virtuous, and for licentious writers to condemn all univer

sally.

There are some persons who hide great vices under an

appearance of piety ; libertines conclude from this that all

devotion is no better than hypocrisy.
There are some things obscure and hidden, and we are

often grossly deceived : all things are obscure and uncer

tain, say the ancient and modern Pyrrhonists, and we can
not know the truth of anything with certainty.

There is a want of equality in some of the actions of

men, and this is enough to constitute a common place,
from which none are exempt.

&quot; Reason/ say they,
&quot;

is

so weak and blind, that there is nothing so evidently clear

as to be clear enough for it ; the easy and the hard are both
;ilike to it ; all subjects are equal, and nature, in general,
disclaims its jurisdiction. We only think what we will in

the very moment in which we will it ; we will nothing

freely, nothing absolutely, nothing constantly.&quot;

Most people set forth the defects or good qualities of

others, only by general and extreme propositions. From
some partial actions we infer a habit : from three or four

faults we conclude a custom ;
and what happens once a

month or once a year, happens every day, at every hour,
and every moment, in the discourses of men, so little pains
do they take to observe in them the limits of truth and

justice.

V.

It is a weakness and injustice which we often condemn,
but which we rarely avoid, to judge of purposes by the

event, and to reckon those who had taken a prudent re

solution according to the circumstances, so far as they
could see them, guilty of all the evil consequences which

may have happened therefrom, either simply through acci

dent, or through the malice of others who had thwarted it,
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or through some other circumstances which it was impos
sible for them to foresee.

Men not only love to be fortunate as much as to be wise,
but they make no distinction between the fortunate and
the wise, nor between the unfortunate and the guilty.
This distinction is too subtile for them. We are ingenious
in finding out the faults which we imagine have produced
the want of success ; and as astrologers, when they know
a given event, fail not to discover the aspect of the stars

which produced it, so also we never fail to find, after dis

graces and misfortune, that those who have met with them
have deserved them by some imprudence. He is unsuc

cessful, therefore he is in fault. In this way the world

reasons, and in this way it has always reasoned, because

there has always been little equity in the judgments of

men, and because, not knowing the true causes of things,

they substitute others according to the event, by praising
those who are successful, and blaming those who are not.

VI.

But there are no false reasonings more common amongst
men than those into which they fall, either by judging

rashly of the truth of things from some authority insuffi

cient to assure them of it, or by deciding the inward essence

by the outward manner. We call the former the sophism

of authority, the latter the sophism of the manner.

To understand how common these are, it is only neces

sary to consider that the majority of men are determined

to believe one opinion rather than another, not by any solid

and essential reasons which might lead them to know the

truth, but by certain exterior and foreign marks which are

more consonant to, or which they judge to be consonant

to, truth, than to falsehood.

The reason of this is, that the interior truth of things
is often deeply hidden ; that the minds of men are com

monly feeble arid dark, full of clouds and false light, while

their outward marks of truth are clear and sensible ; so

that, as men naturally incline to that which is easiest, they
almost always range themselves on the side where they see

those exterior marks of truth which are readily discovered.
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These may be reduced to two principles, the authority
of him who propounds the thing, and the manner in which
it is propounded. And these two ways of persuading are

so powerful that they carry away almost all minds.

Wherefore God, who willed that the sure knowledge
of the mysteries of faith might be attained by the sim

plest of the faithful, has had the condescension to accom
modate himself to this weakness of the spirit of man, in

not making this to depend on the particular examination

of all the points which are proposed to faith ; but in giving

us, as the certain rule of truth, the authority of the church

universal, which proposes them, \vhich, being clear and

evident, relieves the mind of the perplexities which neces

sarily arise from the particular discussion of these mysteries.

Thus, in matters of faith, the authority of the church

universal is entirely decisive ; and so far is it from being

possible that it should be liable to error, that we fall into

it only when wandering from its authority, and refusing to

submit ourselves to it.

We may derive, moreover, convincingarguments in matters

of religion from the manner in which they are advanced.

When we see, for example, in different ages of the church,

and principally in the last, men who endeavour to propa

gate their opinions by bloodshed and the sword ;
when we

see them arm themselves against the church by schism,

against temporal powers by revolt ; when we see people
without the common commission, without miracles, without

any external marks of piety, and with the plain marks rather

of licentiousness, undertake to change the faith and disci

pline of the church in so criminal a manner, it is more
than sufficient to make reasonable men reject them, and to

prevent the most ignorant from listening to them.

But in those things, the knowledge of which is not ab

solutely necessary, and which God has left more to the

discernment of the reason of each one in particular, the

authority and the manner are not so important, and they
often lead many to form judgments contrary to the truth.

We do not undertake to give here the rules and the

precise limits of the respect which is due to authority in

human things, we simply indicate some gross faults which

are committed in this matter.
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We often regard only the number of the witnesses,
without at all considering whether the number increases

the probability of their having discovered the truth, which

is, however, unreasonable ; for, as an author of our time

has wisely remarked, in difficult things, which each must
discover for himself, it is more likely that a single per
son will discover the truth than that many will. Thus
the following is not a valid inference : this opinion is

held by the majority of philosophers ; it is, therefore, the

truest.

We are often persuaded, by certain qualities which have

no connection with the truth, of the things which we
examine. Thus there are a number of people who trust

implicitly to those who are older, and who have had more

experience, even in those things which do not depend on

age or experience, but on the clearness of the mind.

Piety, wisdom, moderation, are, without doubt, the most

estimable qualities in the world, and they ought to give

great authority to those who possess them in those things
which depend on piety or sincerity, and even on the know

ledge of God, for it is most probable that God commu
nicates more to those who serve him more purely ; but

there are a multitude of things which depend only on

human intelligence, experience, and penetration, and, in

these things, those who have the superiority in intel

lect and in study, deserve to be relied on more than

others. The contrary, however, often happens, and many
reckon it best to follow, even in these things, the most

devout men.
This arises, in part, from the fact that these advantages

of mind are not so obvious as the external decorum which

appears in pious persons, and in part, also, from the fact

that men do not like to make these distinctions. Discri

mination perplexes them ; they will have all or nothing.
If th.?y trust to a man in one thing, they will trust to him
in everything ;

if they do not in one, they will not in any ;

they love short, plain, and easy ways. But this disposi

tion, though common, is, nevertheless, contrary to reason,

which shows us that the same persons are not to be

trusted to in anything, because they are not distinguished
in anything ; and that it is bad reasoning to conclude he
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is a serious man, therefore he is intelligent and clever in

everything.

VII.

It is true, indeed, that if any errors are pardonable, those
into which we fall through our excessive deference to the

opinion of good men, are among the number. But there is

a delusion much more absurd in itself, but which is, never

theless, very common, that, namely, of believing that a man
speaks the truth because he is a man of birth, of fortune,
or high in office.

Not that any formally make these kinds of reasonings
he has a hundred thousand livres a year ; therefore, he

possesses judgment : he is of high birth
; therefore, what he

advances must be true : he is a poor man
; therefore, he is

wrong. Nevertheless, something of this kind passes through
the minds of the majority, and, unconsciously, bears away
their judgment.

Let the same thing be proposed by a man of quality,
and by one of no distinction, and it will often be found
that we approve of it in the mouth of the former, when we
scarcely condescend to listen to it in that of the latter.

Scripture designed to teach us this disposition of men, in

that perfect representation which is given of it in the book
of Ecclesiasticus.* &quot; AVhen the rich man speaks, all are

silent, and his words are raised to the skies
;

if the poor
man speaks, the inquiry is, Who is this ?

&quot;

Dives locutus

est, et omncs tacuerunt, et verbum illius usque ad nubes perdu-
cent ; pauper locutus est, et dicunt, Quis cst hie ?

It is certain that complaisance and flattery have much
to do with the approbation which is bestowed on the ac
tions and words of people of quality ; as also that they
often gain this by a certain outward grace, and by a noble,

free, and natural bearing, which is sometimes so distinctive

that it is almost impossible for it to be imitated by those
who are oflow birth. It is certain, also, that there are many
who approve of everything which is done and said by the

great, through an inward abasement of soul, who bend

* Eccles. xiii. 23.



288 SOPHISMS COMMON IN CIVIL LIFE. [PART III.

under the weight of grandeur, and whose sight is not

strong enough to bear its lustre
; as, indeed, that the out

ward pomp which environs them always imposes a Hi
&amp;gt;,

and makes some impression on the strongest minds.

This illusion springs from the corruption of the hei

of man, who, having a strong passion for honours ai.

pleasures, necessarily conceives a great affection for the

means by which these honours and pleasures are obtained.

The love which we have for all those things which are

valued by the world, makes us judge those happy who pos
sess them, and, in thus judging them happy, we place them
above ourselves, and regard them as eminent and exalted

persons. This habit of regarding them with respect passes

insensibly from their fortune to their mind. Men do not

commonly do things by halves ; we, therefore, give them
minds as exalted as their rank we submit to their opinions;
and this is the reason of the credit which they commonly
obtain in the affairs which they manage.

But this illusion is still stronger in the great themselves,
when they have not laboured to correct the impression
which their fortune naturally makes on their minds, than it

is in their inferiors. Some derive from their estate and
riches a reason for maintaining that these opinions ought
to prevail over those who are beneath them. They cannot

bear that those people whom they regard with contempt
should pretend to have as much judgment and reason

as themselves, and this makes them so impatient of the

least contradiction. All this springs from the same source,

that is, from the false ideas which they have of their

grandeur, nobility, and wealth. Instead of considering
them as things altogether foreign from their character,
which do not prevent them at all from being perfectly

equal to all the rest of men, both in mind and body, and
which do not prevent their judgment even from being as

weak and as liable to be deceived as that of all others,

they, in some sort, incorporate with their very essence, all

these qualities of grand, noble, rich, master, lord, prince,

they exaggerate their idea with these, and never repre
sent themselves to themselves without all their titles, their

equipage, and their train.

They are accustomed from their infancy to consider
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themselves as of a different species from other men theynever mingle in imagination with the mass of human
kind

; they are, in their own eyes, always counts or dukes,
and never simply men. Thus they shape themselves a
soul and judgment according to the measure of their for

tune, and believe themselves as much above others in
mind as they are above them in birth and fortune.
The folly of the human mind is such, that there is

nothing which may not serve to aggrandize the idea which
it has of itself. A beautiful horse, grand clothes, a long
beard, make men consider themselves more clever; and
there are few who do not think more of themselves on
horseback or in a coach than on foot. It is easy to con
vince everybody that there is nothing more ridiculous than
these judgments, but it is very difficult to guard entirely
against the secret impression which these outward things
make upon the mind. All that we can do is to accustom
ourselves as much as possible to give no influence at all to
those qualities which cannot contribute towards finding the
truth, and to give it even to those which do thus contri
bute only so far as they really contribute to it. Age,
knowledge, study, experience, mind, energy, memory, ac
curacy, labour, avail to find the truth of hidden things,and these qualities, therefore, deserve to be respected ; but
it is always necessary to weigh with care, and then to make
a comparison with the opposite reasons ; for, from separate
individual things we can conclude nothing with certainty,
since there are very false opinions which have been
sanctioned by men of great mental power, who possessed
these qualities to a great extent.

VIII.

There is something still more deceptive in the mistakes
which arise from the manner, for we are naturally led to
believe that a man possesses judgment when he speaks
with grace, with ease, with gravity, with moderation, and
with gentleness ; and, on the contrary, that a man is in the
wrong when he speaks harshly, or manifests anything of
passion, acrimony, or presumption, in his actions and words.

Nevertheless, if we judge of the essence of things by
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these outward and sensible appearances, we must be often

deceived ; for there are many people who utter follies

gravely and modestly; and others, on the contrary, who,

being naturally of a quick temper, or under the in

fluence even of some passion, which appears in their

countenance or their words, have, nevertheless, the truth on

their side. There are some men of very moderate capacity,
and very superficial, who, from having been nourished at

court, where the art of pleasing is studied and practised
better than anywhere else, have very agreeable manners, by
means of which they render many false judgments accep
table ; and there are others, on the contrary, who, having

nothing outward to recommend them, have, nevertheless,
a great and solid mind within. There are some who

speak better than they think, and others who think better

than they speak. Thus reason regards those who possess

it, judging not by these outward things, and does not hesitate

to yield to the truth, not only when it is proposed in ways
that are offensive and disagreeable, but even when it is

mingled with much of falsehood, for the same person may
speak truly in one thing, and falsely in another ; may be

right in one thing, and wrong in another.

It is necessary, therefore, to consider each thing sepa

rately, that is to say, we must judge of the manner by the

manner, and the matter by the matter, and not the matter

by the manner, nor the manner by the matter. A man
does wrong to speak with anger, and he does right to speak
the truth ; and, on the contrary, another is right in speak

ing calmly and civilly, and he is wrong in advancing
falsehoods.

But as it is reasonable to be on our guard against con

cluding that a thing is true or false, because it is proposed
in such a way, it is right, also, that those who wish to

persuade others of any truth which they have discovered,
should study to clothe it in the garb most suitable for

making it acceptable, and to avoid those revolting ways of

stating it, which only lead to its rejection.

They ought to remember that when we seek to move the

minds of people, it is a small thing that we have right on

our side ;
and it is a great evil to have only right, and not

to have also that which is necessary for making it relished.
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If they seriously honour the truth, they ought not to dis
honour it by covering it with the marks of falsehood and
deceit ; and if they love it sincerely, they ought not to at
tach to it the hatred and aversion of men, by the offensive

way in which they propound it. It is the most important,
as well as the most useful, precept of rhetoric, that it be
hoves us to govern the spirit as well as the words

; for al

though it is a different thing to be wrong in the manner
from being wrong in the matter, the faults, nevertheless,
of the manner are often greater and more important than
those of the matter.

In reality, all these fiery, presumptuous, bitter, obstinate,
passionate manners, always spring from some disorder of
the mind, which is often more serious than the defect of

intelligence and of knowledge, which we reprehend in
others ; and it is, indeed, always unjust to seek to persuade
men in this way ; for it is very right that we should lead
them to the truth when we know it ; but it is wrong to

compel others to take, as true, everything that we believe,
and to defer to our authority alone. We do this, however,
when we propose the truth in this offensive manner. For
the way of speaking generally enters into the mind before
the reasons, since the mind is more prompt to notice the
manner of the speaker than it is to comprehend the solidity
of his proofs, which are often, indeed, not comprehended at

all. Now the manner of the discourse being thus separat
ed from the proofs, marks only the authority which he
who speaks arrogates to himself; so that if he is bitter and
imperious, he necessarily revolts the minds of others, since
he appears to wish to gain, by authority, and by a kind of

tyranny, that which ought only to be obtained by persua
sion and reason.

This injustice is still greater when we employ these
offensive ways in combating common and received opinions;
for the judgment of an individual may indeed be preferred
to that of many when it is more correct, but an individual

ought never to maintain that his authority should prevail
against that of all others.

Thus, not only modesty and prudence, but justice itself,

obliges us to assume a modest air when we combat com
mon opinions or established authority, otherwise we cannot
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escape the injustice of opposing the authority of an indi

vidual to an authority either public, or greater, and more

widely established than our own. We cannot exercise

too much moderation when we seek to disturb the position
of a received opinion or of an ancient faith. This is so

true, that St Augustine extended it even to religious truths,

having given this excellent rule to all those who have to

instruct others :

&quot;

Observe,&quot; says he,
&quot; in what way the wise and reli

gious catholics taught that which they had to communicate
to others. If they were things common and authorised, they

propounded them in a manner full of assurance, and free

from every trace of doubt by being accompanied with the

greatest possible gentleness ; but if they were extraordinary

things, although they themselves very clearly recognised
their truth, they still proposed them rather as doubts and
as questions to be examined, than as dogmas and fixed de

cisions, in order to accommodate themselves in this to

the weakness of those who heard them.&quot; That if a truth

is so high that it is above the strength of those to whom
it is spoken, they prefer rather to keep it back for a while,
in order to give time for growth, and for becoming capable
of receiving it, than to make it known to them in that state

of weakness in which it would have overwhelmed them.



FOURTH PART.

OF METHOD.

IT remains that we explain the last part of logic that re

lating to method which is, without doubt, one of the most
useful and most important. We have thought it right to

unite with it what belongs to demonstration, because this

does not commonly consist of a single argument, but of a
series of several reasonings, by which we incontrovertibly

prove some truth ; and, moreover, because, in order to de

monstrate well, it is indeed of little avail to know the

rules of syllogism, which we rarely transgress, while it is

of the first importance to arrange our thoughts clearly, and
to avail ourselves of those which are clear and evident,
to penetrate into what may appear more obscure.

And since demonstration has knowledge for its end, it

is necessary first to say something of it.

CHAPTER I.

OF KNOWLEDGE THAT THERE IS SUCH A THING. THAT
THE THINGS WHICH WE KNOW BY THE MIND ARE MORK
CERTAIN THAN THOSE WHICH WE KNOW BY THE SENSES.

THAT THERE ARE THINGS WHICH THE HUMAN MIND IS

INCAPABLE OF KNOWING. THE USEFUL ACCOUNT TO

WHICH WE MAY TURN THIS NECESSARY IGNORANCE.

IF, when we consider any maxim, we recognise the truth

of it in itself, and by an evidence which we perceive with-
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out the aid of any other reason, this kind of knowledge is

called intelligence ; and it is thus that we know first prin

ciples.

But if it is not convincing of itself, some other motive is

necessary to render it so, and this motive is either authority
or reason. If it is authority which leads the mind to embrace
what is proposed to it, this is what is called faith. If it is

reason, then either this reason does not produce complete
conviction, but leaves still some doubt, and this acqui
escence of the mind, accompanied with doubt, is what is

called opinion.

Or this reason produces complete conviction ;
and then,

either it is clear only in appearance, and requires attention,
and the persuasion which it produces is an error, if it be

really false ; or, at least, a rash judgment, if, being true in

itself, we, nevertheless, had not sufficient reason for be

lieving it to be true.

But if this reason is not only apparent, but weighty and

true, which we recognise by a longer and more minute

attention, by a stronger persuasion, and by a quality of

clearness, which is more vivid and penetrating, than the

conviction which this reason produces,- is called knowledge,
in relation to which many questions arise.

The first is Whether there be such a thing ? that is

to say, whether we have cognitions founded on clear and
certain reasons, or, in general, whether we have clear and
certain cognitions, for this question relates as much to

intelligence as to knowledge.
There are some philosophers who have made denying

their profession, and who have even established on that

foundation the whole of their philosophy ; and amongst
these philosophers some are satisfied with denying cer

tainty, admitting, at the same time, probability, and these

are the new Academics ; the others, who are the Pyr-
rhonists, have denied even this probability, and have main
tained that all things are equally obscure and uncertain.

But the truth is, that all these opinions, which have

made so much noise in the world, have never existed any
where, save in discourses, disputes, or writings, and no

one has ever been seriously convinced of them. They
were only the sport and amusement of unoccupied and in-
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genious persons ; but never the feelings of which they

were inwardly and deeply conscious, and by which they

endeavoured to conduct their life. Hence the best means

of convincing these philosophers would be to refer them

to their conscience and good faith, and to require from

them, whether, after all these discourses, in which they had

laboured to prove that it is impossible to distinguish sleep

from waking, or madness from sound mindedness, they were

not persuaded, despite their argument, that they did not

sleep, and were of a sound mind. And if they had had

any sincerity, they would have denied all their vain sub-

tilties, by avowing freely that they had never been able

to believe these things when they had tried to do so.

And if any one were found who could entertain a doubt

as to whether he were awake or sane, or able even to

believe that the existence of all external things was un

certain, being in doubt as to the existence of a sun, a

moon, or of matter, no one could, however, be found

to doubt, as St Augustine says, that he is, that he thinks,

that he lives. For whether he were asleep or awake,

whether he were of a diseased or sound mind, whether he

were deceived or not deceived, he is at all events certain,

inasmuch as he thinks, that he exists, and that he lives ;

since it is impossible to separate being and life from

thought, and to believe that what thinks neither exists nor

lives? And from this clear, certain, and indubitable

knowledge, he may form a rule for accepting as true all

thoughts which he may find as clear as this one appears

to be.

It is equally impossible to doubt our perceptions when

we separate
1 them from their objects. Thus, whether there

be such things as the sun and the earth or not, I am cer

tain that I imagine 1 see them. I am certain that I doubt

when I doubt, that I believe I see, when I believe I see,

that I believe I hear, when I believe I hear, and so of

the rest. So that, restricting ourselves to the mind alone,

and considering its modifications, we find a vast number of

clear cognitions, whose truth it is impossible to doubt.

This consideration may enable us to decide another

question which has arisen in relation to this subject, to

wit, whether the things which we know only through
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the mind ai*e more or less certain than those which we
know through the senses? For it is clear from what we
have said above, that we are more assured of those per

ceptions and ideas which we discover only by a mental re

flection, than we are of any of the objects of sense. We
may say further, that while the senses do not always
deceive us in the report which they give, our assurance,
nevei theless, that they do not deceive, arises, not from the

senses themselves, but from a reflection of the mind, through
which we discern when we ought to believe, and when we

ought not to believe, the senses.

And hence it must be confessed that St Augustine had

good ground to maintain, after Plato, that the determina

tion of truth, and the rule for its discernment, belong not

to the senses, but to the mind : Non est judiciwn veritatis

in sensibus ; and also, that the certainty which may be de

rived from the senses is of no great extent, there being

many things which we imagine ourselves to know through

sense, of which we cannot affirm that we have a complete
assurance.

For example, we may know through sense that one

body is larger than another body, but we cannot know
with certainty what is the true and natural size of each

body. To understand this, it is only necessary to consider

that if we had never see&quot;n external objects in any other

way than through the medium of magnifying glasses, it is

certain that we should have figured to ourselves bodies,

and all the measurements of bodies, according to that size

only in which they had appeared to us through these

glasses. Now our eyes themselves are glasses, and we do

not know exactly whether they may not diminish or aug
ment the objects which we behold, or whether these artifi

cial glasses, which we imagine diminish or augment them,

may not, on the contrary, represent their true size. And,

therefore, we do not know the natural and absolute size of

any body.
We do not know, either, whether our perception of the

size of objects is the same as that of others ; for although
two persons may agree together in their measurement, that

a given body, for example, is only five feet, yet, neverthe

less, that which the one conceives to be a foot may not be
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the same as that which the other does ; for they each con
ceive what their eyes severally represent to them. Now
it may be that the eyes of one do not represent the same

thing to him which the eyes of others do to them, because

they are glasses differently cut.

This diversity, however, is probably not great, because
we do not perceive any difference in the conformation of
the eye sufficient to produce any remarkable change ; be
sides which, though our eyes are glasses, they are, however,

glasses cut by the hand of God : so that we have good
ground for believing that they represent, for the most part,
the truth of objects, except when their natural figure is

injured or disturbed by some defect.

However this may be, though the judgment of the size

of objects be to some extent uncertain, this is not very
important, and we are not from it to conclude that there is

no certainty in any of the other representations of sense ;

for, though I may not know exactly, as I have said, what
is the natural and absolute size of an elephant, I do know,

however, that he is greater than a horse, and less than a

whale
; which is sufficient for all the purposes of life.

There is, therefore, certainty and uncertainty both in

the mind and in the senses ; and it would be an equal
mistake to maintain that all things should be considered

either as certain or uncertain.

Reason, on the other hand, compels us to acknowledge,
in relation to this, three degrees.

For there are some things which we may know clearly
and certainly. There are others which we cannot know
with the clearness of truth, but to the knowledge of which

we may hope to arrive. And, finally, there are some
which it is impossible to know with certainty, either be

cause we have not the principles which would lead us to

them, or because they are too disproportionate to our

minds.

The first kind comprehends all that we know through

demonstration, or through intelligence.
The second is the matter of the study of philosophers.

But they may spend their time uselessly, if they do not

know how to distinguish these from the third, that is to

say, if they cannot discern the things at the knowledge of
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which the mind may arrive, from those which it is incap
able of reaching.
The shortest method which can be found in the study of

the sciences, is that of never engaging in the search after

any of those things which are above us, and which we
cannot reasonably hope to be able to comprehend. Of
this kind are all the questions which relate to the power
of God, and generally all that belongs to the infinite, which
it is absurd to attempt to reduce within the limits of our

mind
; for our mind, being finite, is lost and confounded

in the infinite, and remains overwhelmed with the multi

tude of conflicting thoughts which it furnishes.

This is the shortestand most convenient solution which can
be given of a great number of questions, on which we may
dispute for ever, because we can never attain to any
knowledge of them sufficiently clear to fix and hold our

minds. Is it possible for a creature to have been created

from eternity ? Can God make a body infinite in size ?

a movement infinite in swiftness ? a multitude infinite in

number? Is an infinite number even, or uneven ? Is one

infinite greater than another ? He who should say at once,
I know nothing about these things, will have advanced as

far in a moment, as he who should have spent twenty

years in reasoning on them ; and the only difference there

would be between them is, that he who had laboured to

solve these questions is in danger of falling into a lower

state than that of simple ignorance, which is that of be

lieving himself to know what he does not.

There are also a great number of metaphysical questions,
which are too vague, too abstract, and too far removed
from clear and well-known principles, to be ever resolved ;

and the best way is for us to have as little to do with them
as we can ; and, after having learned, in general, what they
are, to resolve boldly to be ignorant of them.

Nescire qusedam, magna pars sapientise.

In this way, by freeing ourselves from inquiries in which
it is impossible to succeed, we shall be able to make more

progress in those which are adapted to the capacity of

our mind.

But it must be remarked that there are some things
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which are incomprehensible in their manner, but which
are certain in their existence. We are unable to conceive
how they can be, while it is certain, nevertheless, that they are.

What is more incomprehensible than eternity, and what,
at the same time, is more certain ? So that those even,

who, through an awful blindness, have destroyed in their

mind the knowledge of God, are obliged to attribute it to

the most vile and contemptible of all things, which is matter.

How can we comprehend that the smallest grain of

matter is infinitely divisible, and that we can never reach
a part so small, but that it not only contains many others,
but also an infinity ; that the smallest grain of wheat con
tains in itself as many parts, though proportionally smaller,

as the whole world, that all imaginable forms are actually
found in it, and that it contains in itself a small world,
with all its parts a sun, a heaven, stars, planets a world
with admirable exactness of proportions, and that there

are none of the parts of that grain which do not still

themselves contain a proportional world ? What must be

the part in so small a world which answers to the size of

a grain of wheat ? and what a tremendous difference must
there be, in order that we may be able to say truly, that

what a grain of wheat is in relation to the whole world,
that part is in relation to a grain of wheat ? Nevertheless

that part, whose littleness is already incomprehensible to

us, contains still another world proportional ;
and so on to

infinity, without our being able to find any which has not

as many relative parts as the whole world, however nu

merous these may be.

All these things are inconceivable ; and they must,

nevertheless, necessarily be so, since we can demonstrate

the divisibility of matter to infinity, and since geometry
has furnished us with proofs of it, as plain as those of any
of the truths which it reveals to us.

For this science shows us that there are certain lines

which have no common measure, and which are called, for

this reason, incommensurable, as the diagonal of a square,
and the sides. Now, if this diagonal and the sides were

composed of a certain number of indivisible parts, one

of these indivisible parts would be the common measure

of these two lines, and, consequently, these two lines
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cannot be composed of a certain number of indivisible

parts.
It is demonstrated, again, by this science, that it is

impossible for a square number to be double of another

square number, while, however, it is very possible that an
extended square may be double of another extended square.

Now, if these two extended squares were composed of a

certain number of ultimate parts, the large square would
contain double the parts of the small one, and both being

squares, there would be a square number double another

square number, which is impossible.

Finally, there is nothing more clear than this principle,
that two non-extensions cannot form an extension, and that

an extended whole has parts. Now, taking two of these

parts, which we assume to be indivisible, I ask, whether
these have extension, or whether they have not ? If they
have, they are therefore divisible, and have many parts;
if they have not, they are two negations of extension, and
thus it is impossible for them to constitute an extension.

We must renounce human certainty before we can doubt

the truth of these demonstrations
;
but to help us to con

ceive, as far as is possible, this infinite divisibility of matter,
I have added yet another proof, which shows us at the

same time a division to infinity, and a motion which
slackens to infinity, without ever arriving at rest.

It is certain that, though we may doubt whether exten

sion be divisible to infinity, we cannot, at all events, doubt

that it may be augmented to infinity, and that to a plain
of a hundred thousand leagues we may join another of a

hundred thousand leagues, and so on to infinity. Now
this infinite augmentation of extension proves its infinite

divisibility ;
and in order to comprehend this, we have

only to imagine a level sea which extends infinitely in

length, and a vessel on the shore of that sea, which sets

out from port in a straight line. It is certain that to any
one looking from the port at the hull of the vessel re

flected through a glass, or any other diaphanous body,
the ray which terminates at the base of that vessel will

pass through a certain point of the glass, and that the

horizontal ray will pass through another point of the glass

higher than the first. Now, in proportion as the vessel
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moves away, the point of the ray which terminated at the
base of the vessel will always ascend, and will infinitely
divide the space which is between the two points ; and the
farther the vessel goes, the slower it will ascend, without
ever ceasing to rise, and without ever arriving at the point
of the horizontal ray, because the two lines, intersecting
each other in the eye, could never be either parallel or in

the same line. Thus this example furnishes at once the

proof of a division to infinity of extension, and of a diminu
tion to infinity of motion.

It is through this infinite diminution of extension, which
arises from its divisibility, that we are able to prove these

problems, which appear impossible from the terms : To
find an infinite space equal to a finite space, or which may be

only the half or the third, &c., of a finite space. We may
resolve them in different ways ; and the following is one,

clumsy enough, but very easy : If we take the half of a

square, and the half of that half, and so on to infinity, arid

then join all these halves together by their longest line, we
shall form from them an area of an irregular figure, which
will always diminish to infinity at one of the ends, and
which will be equal to the whole square; for the half, and
the half of that half plus the half of that second half, and
so on to infinity ;

the third, and the third of the third, and
so on to infinity, constitute a half. The fourths, taken in

the same way, make the third, and the fifths the fourth.

By joining the ends of these thirds or these fourths, we
shall make from them a figure which will contain the half

or the third of the whole area, which will be infinite in

length on one side, while diminishing continually in

breadth.

The advantage which may be derived from these specu
lations is not simply the acquisition of these knowledges,
which are in themselves barren enough, but in teaching us

to know the true limits of our mind, and in making us

confess, whether we will or no, that there are some things
which exist although we are not able to comprehend them;
and hence it is well for a man to weary himself with these

subtilties, in order to check his presumption, and to take

away from him the boldness which would lead him to

oppose his feeble intelligence to the truths which the
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church proposes to him, under the pretext that he cannot

understand them ; for, since the strength of the human
mind is compelled to bow before the smallest atom of

matter, and to confess that it clearly sees that it is infinitely

divisible, without being able to comprehend how this can

be, it is manifest that we sin against reason in refusing to

believe the marvellous effects of the omnipotence of God

(which is in itself incomprehensible), because our mind is

unable to comprehend them.

But as it is profitable for the mind sometimes to be led

to feel its own feebleness, through the consideration of

those objects which are above it, and which, being above

it, abase and humble it, it is certain, also, that we must
endeavour to choose, for our ordinary occupation, subjects
and matters which may be more adapted to our capacity,
and whose truth we may be able to discover and compre
hend. This is done, either by proving effects through
their causes, which is called proving a priori, or by de

monstrating, on the contrary, causes through their effects,

which is called proving a posteriori. It is necessary to

extend these terms a little, in order to bring under them
all kinds of demonstrations ; but it was well to notice them
in passing, that we may understand them, and that we

may not be surprised when we meet with them in the

books or in the discourses of philosophy ; and since these

reasons are commonly composed of many parts, it is

necessary, in order to render them clear and conclusive, to

dispose them in a certain order and method. Of this

method we shall treat in the greater part of the present
book.

CHAPTER II.

OF THE TWO KINDS OF METHOD ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS.

EXAMPLE OF ANALYSIS.

METHOD may be called, in general, the art of disposing well

a series of many thoughts, either for the discovering truth when
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we are ignorant of It, or for proving it to others when it is

already known.

Thus there are two kinds of method, one for discovering

truth, which is called analysis, or the method of resolution,

and which may also be called the method of invention ; and
the other for explaining it to others when we have found

it, which is called synthesis, or the method of composition, and

which may be also called the method of doctrine. We do not

commonly treat of the entire body of a science by analysis,

but employ it only to resolve some question.*
All questions are either of words or things.

By questions of words we here mean, not those in which

we inquire into words, but those in which, through the

words, we inquire into things, as those in which we engage
to find the sense of an enigma, or to explain, from obscure

or ambiguous words, what is the true meaning ofan author.

Questions of things may be reduced to four principal

kinds : the first is, when ive seek causes through effects. We
know, for example, the different effects of the loadstone

we inquire into the cause of these ; we know the different

effects which are commonly attributed to the abhorrence of

a vacuum we inquire whether that is the true cause, and

we have found that it is not ;
we know the ebb and flow of

the sea we ask what can be the cause of a motion so great

and so regular.
The second is, when we seek effects through causes. It was

always, for example, known that wind and water possessed

treat power over the movements of bodies; but the ancients,

not having sufficiently examined what effects might flow

from these causes, did not apply them as they have since

been applied, by means of mills, to a great number of pur

poses very useful to society, which wonderfully lessen the

labour of men, which ought to be the result of true physics :

so that we may say that the first kind of questions in

which we seek causes through effects, constitute the specu

lative part of physics ; and the second kind, in which we
seek effects by causes, the practical.

The third kind of questions is, when through the parts we

* The greater part of what is here said of questions is taken from a

MS. of the late M. Descartes, which M. Clercelier had the goodness to

lend me.
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seek the whole : as when, having many numbers, we seek

their sum by adding them together ; or when, having two,
we seek their product by multiplying them together.
The fourth is, when, having the whole and some part, we

seek another part ; as when, having one number and another

which is to be subtracted from it, we seek what remains ;

or when, having a number, we seek what such a part of it

will be.

But it must be remarked that, in order to extend further

the two last kinds of questions, and in order that we may
comprehend what cannot be properly brought under the

two first, it is necessary to take the word part in its most

general signification for all which a thing comprises its

modes, its extremities, its accidents, its properties, and, in

general, all its attributes, so that, for example, we shall

seek the whole by its parts when we seek to find the area

of a triangle from its height and base, and we shall, on the

contrary, seek a part by the whole, and another part when
we seek to find the side of a rectangle from knowing its

area and one of its sides.

Now, whatever may be the nature of the question which
we propose to resolve, the first thing which we must do is

to conceive, accurately and distinctly, precisely what it is we
are seeking, that is, what is the precise point of the question.

For we must avoid what happens to some, who, by a

precipitation of mind, engage in the resolution of what is

proposed to them before having sufficiently considered by
what signs or marks they might recognise what they seek

for if they met with it, as a valet, who, when commanded

by his master to fetch one of his friends, should hurry
away before having learnt more particularly from his

master who that friend was.

Now, although in every question there is something
unknown, otherwise there would be nothing to seek, it is,

nevertheless, necessary that even that which is unknown
should be marked out and designated by certain conditions

which may determine us to seek one thing rather than

another, and which may enable us to judge, when we
have found it, that it is the thing ofwhich we were in search.

And these conditions ought to be well considered before

hand, that we may not add anything which is not contained
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in that which is proposed, and that we may not omit any-
thingwhichit does contain, forwe may sin in both these ways.
We should sin in the first way, if when, for example,

we were asked what animal that is which goes in the morn

ing on four feet, at mid-day on two, and in the evening on

three, we believed ourselves obliged to take all these words,
feet, morning, middle-day, evening, in their strict and literal

meaning ; for he who proposes this enigma has not laid it

down as a condition that we must take them in this way,
but it is sufficient that these words may, by metaphor, be
referred to other things, and thus that question is properly
resolved when we say that that animal is man.

Suppose, again, that we were asked by what artifice the

figure of a Tantalus could have been made, which, lying
on a column in the midst of a vase in the posture of a man
who bent down to drink, was never able to do so, because
the water, though able to rise very well in the vase up
to his mouth, as soon as it reached his lips all flowed

away, until none was left in the vase. We should sin

by adding conditions which would not at all contribute

towards the solution of this question, if we were to busy
ourselves in seeking after some secret wonder in the figure
of this Tantalus, which caused the water to flow away as

soon as it had touched his lips for this is not involved in

the question and if we would conceive it aright, we ought
to reduce it to these terms : To make a vase which would
hold water so long as it was filled to a certain height, and
which would let it all flow away again if it were filled

beyond. And this is very easy, for we need only hide in

the column a syphon which has one small opening below,

through which the water enters, and the longer leg of which
has an opening below the foot of the vase ; so long as the

water which we put in the vase does not reach the height
of the syphon it will remain there, but when it reaches it,

it will all flow away through the longer leg of the syphon,
which is hidden below the foot of the vase.

It is asked, again, What could be the secret of that water

drinker who exhibited himself at Paris twenty years ago,
and how it could be that in throwing out water from his

mouth he filled, at the same time, five or six diSerent

glasses with water of different colours ? If we imagine that
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these waters of different colours were in his stomach, and
he separated them in throwing them up, one into one glass
and another into another, we should inquire after a secret

which we could never find, since it is not possible ; whereas
we ought to inquire only how water coming at the same
time from the same mouth appeared of different colours

in each of these glasses, and it is very likely that this

would be from some tincture that he had placed at the

bottom of each of these glasses.
It is also an artifice of those who propose questions

which they do not wish should be easily resolved, to sur

round that which is to be found with so many conditions

which are useless, and which do not contribute anything
to its discovery, that we cannot easily detect the true point
of the question, and that we thus lose time, and uselessly

weary the mind in keeping its attention fixed on things
which do not at all contribute to resolve it.

The other way in which we sin in the examination of

the conditions of what we seek, is, when we omit some

things which are essential to the question proposed. It is

proposed, for example, to find, by art, perpetual motion ;

for we know well that there are some which are perpetual
in nature, such as the movements of fountains, of rivers, of

seas. There are some who, having imagined that the

earth turns on its centre, and that it is only a great mag
net, of which the loadstone has all the properties, have also

believed that we might dispose a magnet so that it would

always turn circularly ; but even if this were so, we should

not then solve the problem of finding, by art, perpetual

motion, since that motion would be as natural as that of a

wheel exposed to the current of a river.

When, therefore, we have well examined the conditions

which designate and mark out what is unknown in the

question, we must then examine what is known, since it is

through this that we must arrive at the knowledge of what
is unknown ; for we need not imagine that we shall find a

new kind of being, inasmuch as our intelligence can go
no further than the recognition that what we seek partici

pates in such and such a way in the nature of things al

ready known. If, for example, a man were blind from

birth, it would be in vain to seek after arguments and
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proofs to convey to him the true idea of colours such as

we possess through sense
;
and so, if the magnet about

which we interrogate nature, were a new kind of being,
the like of which our mind had never conceived, we could

never attain to the knowledge of it by reasoning, for we
should need for this a different mind from our own. And
so we ought to believe that we have found all that can be

found by the human mind, if we can distinctly conceive

such a mixture of the beings and natures which are

known to us as may produce all the effects which we see

in the magnet.
Now it is in the attention we give to that which is known

in the question we wish to resolve, that analysis mainly
consists, the whole art being to derive, from this examina

tion, many truths which may conduct us to the knowledge
of what we seek.

As, suppose it be asked whether the soul ofman is immortal,

and that, in order to discover this, we apply ourselves to

consider the nature of the soul, we remark, in the first place,

respecting it, that it is the property of the soul to think,

and that it may doubt of everything else without being
able to doubt whether it thinks, since doubt itself is a

.thought. We then inquire what it is to think, and finding

that nothing is contained in the idea of thought which be

longs to the idea of substance extended, which we call

body, and that we may even deny of thought everything
which belongs to body (such as being long, short, deep,

having diversity of parts, and being of such or such a

figure, being divisible, &c.), without destroying, on that

account, the idea which we have of thought, we conclude

fi-om this that thought is not a mode of substance ex

tended, since, according to the nature of a mode, it cannot

be conceived to exist when that of which it was the mode
is denied. Whence, we infer again, that thought not being
a mode of substance extended, must be the attribute of

another substance, and that thus the substance which

thinks and the substance extended are two substances really

distinct ; from which it follows that the destruction of the

one does not involve the destruction of the other, since

even the substance extended is not properly destroyed, but

that all which happens in what we call destruction is
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nothing more than the change or dissolution of some parts
of matter which always remain in nature, as we know well

enough that in breaking all the wheels of a clock none of

its substance is destroyed, although we say that the clock

is destroyed ; which proves that the soul, not being divisible,

and not being composed of any parts, cannot perish, and

is, therefore, immortal.

This is what is called analysis or resolution, on which it

may be remarked :

1st, That we ought to observe in it, as well as in the

method, which is called that of composition, always to pass
from that which is more known to that which is less ; for

there is not any true method which can dispense with this

rule.

2d, But it differs from that of composition in this that

we take those truths known in the particular examination

from the thing which we are supposed to know, and not

from things more general, as we do in the method of doc

trine. Thus, in the example which we have given, we did

not begin by the establishment of these general maxims :

That no substance perishes, properly speaking ; that what
is called destruction is only a dissolution of parts ; that

thus that which has no parts cannot be destroyed, &c.

But we ascended by degrees to these general knowledges.
3d, We propose clear and evident maxims only in pro

portion as we need them, whereas, in the other, we estab

lish them at first, as will be shown hereafter.

4th, Finally, these two methods differ only as the road

by which we ascend from a valley to a mountain from that

by which we descend from the mountain into the valley,
which is no difference of road, but only a difference in the

going ; or, as the two ways differ, which we may employ
to prove that a person is descended from St Louis, of which
the one is to show that this person had such a one for his

father, who was the son of such a one, and he of another,
and so on to St Louis ; and the other, that of commencing
with St Louis, and showing that he had such children,

and that from these children others descended down to the

person in question. And this example is the more suitable

on this occasion, since it is certain, that, in order to

find an unknown genealogy, we must remount from the
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son to the father, whereas, in explaining it after it has been
found, the most common method is to commence with the

stock, in order to show the descendants from it, which is

also what is commonly done in the sciences, where, after

having used analysis to find some truth, we employ the
other method for explaining what is found.

We may hence understand that this is the analysis of
the geometers ; for it proceeds as follows : A question

having been proposed to them, in relation to which they
are ignorant if it be a theorem, of its truth or falsehood;
if a problem, of its possibility or impossibility they assume
that it is as it is pi-oposed ;

and examining what follows

from this, if they arrive, in that examination, at some clear

truth from which what is proposed to them is a necessary
consequence, they conclude from this that what is proposed
to them is true ; and, returning then through the way they
had come, they demonstrate it by another method which
is called composition. But if they fall, as a necessary conse

quence from what is proposed to them, into some absurdity
or impossibility, they conclude from this, that what is pro
posed to them is false and impossible.

This is what may be said generally touching analysis,
which consists more in judgment and sagacity of mind
than in particular rules. The four following, nevertheless,
which M. Descartes proposes in his method, may be useful

for preserving us from error, when seeking after the truth

in human sciences, although, indeed, they apply generally
to all kinds of method, and not specially to analysis alone.

The first is, Never to accept anything as true ivhich ive do

not clearli/ know to be so, that is to say, to avoid carefully

precipitation and prejudice, and to comprise nothing more
in our judgments than what is presented so clearly to the

mind that we have no room to doubt it.

The second, To divide each of the difficulties ive examine

into as many parts as possible, and as may be necessary for re

solving it.

A third, To conduct our thoughts in order, by commencing
with objects the most simple and the most easily known, in order

to ascend by degrees to the knowledge of the most complex, sup

posing even, from the order between them, that they do not

naturally precede each other.
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The fourth, to make, in relation to everything, enumerations

so complete that we may be assured of having omitted nothing.
It is true that there is much difficulty in observing these

rules, but it is always advantageous to have them in the

mind, and to observe them as much as possible when we

try to discover the truth by means of reason, and as far as

our mind is capable of knowing it.

CHAPTER III.

OF THE METHOD OF COMPOSITION, AND PARTICULARLY OF
THAT WHICH THE GEOMETERS OBSERVE.

WHAT we have said in the preceding chapter has already

given us some idea of the method of composition, which is

the most important, inasmuch as it is that which is em

ployed for the explanation of all the sciences.

This method consists principally in commencing with

the most general and simple things, in order to pass to

those which are less general and more complex. In this

way we avoid repetitions, since, were we to treat of the

species before the genus, as it is impossible to know well a

species without knowing its genus, it would be necessary
to explain the nature of the genus many times in the ex

planation of each species.
There are still many things to be observed in order to

render this method perfect, and fully fitted to the end
which it ought to propose, which is, that of giving us a

clear and distinct knowledge of truth. But as general

precepts are more difficult to comprehend when they are

separated from all matter, we will consider the method
which the geometers follow, that being always considered

best adapted for proving the truth, and for fully convincing
the mind of it. We shall first consider what is its excel

lence ; and, in the second place, wherein it appears to be

defective.



CHAP. III.] METHOD OF COMPOSITION. 311

The geometers having for their aim the advancing only
of that which is convincing, have believed that they could

secure this by observing three things in general :

The first is, to leave no ambiguity in the terms, which they
have provided for by the definition of Avords, of which we
have spoken in the First Part.

The second is, to establish their reasonings only on principles
clear and evident, and which cannot be contested by any
one

; which leads them, first of all, to lay down axioms
which they require to be granted to them, as being so

clear that they would only be obscured by any attempt to

prove them.

The third is, to prove demonstratively all the conclusions

which they advance, by availing themselves only of the de

finitions which they have laid down of principles which
have been accorded to them as being very evident, or of

propositions which they have derived from these by the

force of reasoning, which afterwards become to them the

same as principles.
Thus we may reduce to these three heads all that the

geometers have observed for convincing the mind, and

include the whole in these five most important rules :

NECESSARY RULES :

For Definitions.

1. To admit no terms in the least obscure or equivocal with

out defining them.

2. To employ in the definitions only terms already known or

perfectly explained.

For Axioms.

3. To demand as axioms only things perfectly evident.

For Demonstrations.

4. To prove all propositions winch are at all. obscure, by em

ploying in theirproofonly the definitions which have preceded, or

the axioms which have been accorded, or the propositions which

have been already demonstrated, or the construction of the thing
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itself which is in dispute, ivhen there may be any operation to

perform.
5. Never to abuse the equivocation of terms by failing to

substitute for them, mentally, the definitions which restrict and

explain them.

This is what the geometers have judged necessary in order

to render their proofs convincing and invincible. It must
be confessed that attention to the observation of these rules

is sufficient to enable us to avoid false reasoning in the

treating of the sciences, which is, without doubt, the main

thing, since all the rest may be called useful rather than

necessary.

CHAPTER IV.

MORE PARTICULAR EXPOSITION OF THESE RULES ; AND, IN

THE FIRST PLACE, OF THOSE WHICH RELATE TO DEFINI

TIONS.

ALTHOUGH we have already spoken in the First Part

touching the utility of the definition of terms, it is never

theless so important, that we cannot have it too much

impressed on our minds, since we may by it clear up a

number of disputes, which have as their subject often only
the ambiguity of terms, which one takes in one sense, and
another in another. So that some of the greatest contro

versies would cease in a moment, if one or other of the

disputants took care to mark out precisely, and in a few

words, what he understands by the terms which are the

subject of dispute.

Cicero has remarked that the greater part of the dis

putes between the ancient philosophers, and especially
between the Stoics and the Academics, were founded only
on this ambiguity of words, the Stoics being delighted,
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in order to elevate themselves, to take several terms in a
different sense from others. This created the belief that
their morality was much more severe and perfect, although
in reality this pretended perfection was only in words, and
not in things. The wise man of the Stoics did not less

enjoy all the pleasures of life than the philosophers of
other sects, apparently not so strict, and did not avoid
with less care its evils and inconveniences, with this

single difference, that while other philosophers employed
the common terms of good and evil, the Stoics, in en

joying pleasures, did not call them good things, but pre
ferable things (Trpo^eW) ; and in avoiding evils, they did
not call them evils, but simply things to be rejected (dno

Trpotjfieva).

It is a caution very useful to cast away from all disputes
everything which is founded only on the equivocation of

words, by defining them in other terms so clear, that it is

impossible for them to be any longer mistaken.
For this, the first of the rules which we have laid down

avails: never to leave any term at all obscure or equivocal
without defining it.

But in order to derive all the profit which we ought to

do from these definitions, it is necessary still to add the
second rule, to employ in the definitions only terms perfectly
well knoivn, or already explained.
For when we have not marked out with sufficient pre

cision and distinctness the idea to which we wish to attach
a word, it is almost impossible for us, in the course of the

argument, to avoid passing to another idea than that
which we had marked out, that is to say, instead of

mentally substituting, every time we use the word, the
same idea which we had designated, we substitute for it

another word with which nature furnishes us
; and it is

easy to discover this by formally substituting the definition

for the thing defined. For this ought not to change the

proposition at all if we have always kept to the same
idea, whereas it will change it if we have not done so.

All this will be better comprehended by some examples.
Euclid defines a plane rectilinear angle the meeting of two

right lines which incline towards each other in the same plane.
If we consider this definition as the simple definition of a
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word, so that the word angle be considered as having
been deprived of all signification in order to receive that

of the meeting of two right lines, there is nothing to cen

sure in it ; for Euclid may be permitted to call the word

angle the meeting of two lines. But he is bound to re

member this, and never to take the word angle in any
other sense. Now, in order to do this, it is only necessary
to substitute for the word angle, wherever he uses it, the

definition of it which he has given ; and if, in substituting
this definition, there be found any absurdity in what is

said of an angle, it will follow that he has not kept to the

same idea as he had designated, but that he has uncon

sciously passed to another, which is that of nature. He
tells us, for example, how to divide an angle in two.

Substitute his definition : Who does not see that it is not

the meeting of two lines which we divide into two, but

it is not the meeting of two lines which has sides and a

base or subtendant, but that all this belongs to the space
between the lines, and not to the meeting of the lines?

It is plain that what perplexed Euclid, and withheld

him from designating an angle by the words space com

prised within two lines which meet together was, that he saw
that this space might be larger or smaller when the sides

of the angle were longer or shorter, without the angle
within being greater or less. But he ought not to have
concluded from this that the rectilinear angle was not a

space, but simply that it was a space contained between
two right lines which meet together, indeterminate in

relation to the one of the two dimensions, which answers
to the length of these lines, and determinate in relation

to the other by the proportional part of a circumference,
which has for its centre the point in which these lines

meet.

This definition designates so exactly the idea which all

men have of an angle, that it is at once the definition of a

word and of a thing, except that the word angle com

prises also, in common discourse, a solid angle, whereas,

by this definition, it is restricted to signify a plane recti

linear angle. And when we have thus defined an angle,
it is indubitable that everything which we may afterwards

say of a plane rectilinear angle (such as we find in all
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rectilinear figures) will be true of this angle thus defined,without our ever being obliged to change the idea, and
without our meeting with any absurdity in substituting
the definition for the thing defined. For it is that space*thus explained, which we may divide into two, into three,
into four

; it is that space which has two sides, between
which it is contained; it is that space which we may
terminate on the side which is itself indeterminate, by a
line which is called the base or subtendant ; it is that spacewhich is not considered as greater or less for being con
tained between lines longer or shorter, because, bein&quot;-

indeterminate in relation to this dimension, it is not from
this that we ought to measure its greatness or smallness.
By this definition, too, we obtain the means of judln^
whether one angle is equal to another angle, or greater or
less

; for since the size of that space is only determined bythe proportional part of a circumference, which has for its
centre the point in which the lines which contain the angle
meet, when two angles have for their measure equal
aliquot parts of its circumference, they are equal, as, for
instance, the tenth part ; and if one has the tenth, and the
other the twelfth, that which has the tenth is greater than
that which has the twelfth. Whereas, according to the
definition of Euclid, we cannot understand in what the

equality of two angles consists, which produces a terrible
confusion in his Elements, as Ramus has remarked, thoughhe himself makes scarcely any improvement.
The following are other definitions of Euclid, in which

he commits the same fault as in that of the angle.
&quot;

Ratio&quot;

says he,
&quot;

is the habitude of two magnitudes of the same land
compared together, according to quantity. Proportion is a
likeness of ratios&quot;

According to these definitions, the term ratio ought to

comprehend the habitude which is between two magnitudes,when we consider how far one exceeds the other
; for it

cannot be denied that this is a habitude of two magnitudes
compared in relation to their quantity ; and, consequently,
four magnitudes will have a proportion together when the
difference of the first to the second is equal to the difference
of the third to the fourth. Nothing, therefore, can be said

against these definitions of Euclid, provided that he always
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keeps to the notions which he has designated by these

words, and to which he has given the names of ratio and

proportion. But he does not always keep to them, since,

according to what follows in his book, these four numbers,

3, 5, 8, 10, are not proportional, although the definition

which he has given to the word proportion agrees with

them, since there is between the first number and the

second, compared according to quantity, a like habitude

to that which exists between the third and the fourth.

It is necessary, therefore, in order not to be deceived by
this disagreement, to remark that we may compare two

magnitudes in two ways, one by considering how much one

exceeds the other, and the other, in what way one is con

tained in another ; and since these two habitudes are dif

ferent, it is necessary to give them different names, giving
to the first the name of difference, and to the second the

name of ratio. It is necessary, accordingly, to define pro

portion as the equality of one or other of these kind of

habitudes, that is to say, of the difference or of the ratio;

and since this makes two species, to distinguish them also

by two different names, by calling the equality of the dif

ferences arithmetical proportion, and the equality of the

ratios geometrical proportion. And since this last is of much

greater use than the first, we might still further premise,
that when we simply speak of proportion, or proportional

magnitudes, we mean geometrical proportion, and that we
mean arithmetical only when it is so expressed. This

would have cleared up all obscurity, and have removed the

equivocation.
All this shows us that we ought not to abuse that maxim,

that the definition of words is arbitrary, but that great care

ought to be taken to designate so accurately and clearly
the idea to which we wish to connect the word which we
define that we cannot be deceived by it in the subsequent

discourse, by changing that idea, that is, by taking the

word in another sense from that which we had given to it

in the definition, so that we cannot substitute the definition

for the thing defined without falling into some absurdity.
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CHAPTER V.

THAT THE GEOMETERS DO NOT APPEAR ALWAYS TO HAVE
RIGHTLY UNDERSTOOD THE DIFFERENCE WHICH EXISTS

BETWEEN THE DEFINITION OF WORDS AND THE DEFINI

TION OF THINGS.

ALTHOUGH there are no authors who have turned the de

finition of words to better account than the geometers, I

feel myself, nevertheless, obliged to remark here, that they
have not always regarded the difference which ought to be

observed between the definitions of things and the defini

tions of words, to wit, that the first are open to dispute,

and that the others cannot be disputed ; for there are some

who dispute about the definition of words as earnestly as

though they were the things themselves.

Thus we may see, in the Commentaries of Clavius on

Euclid, a long and very angry dispute between Pelletier

and himself, touching the space between the tangent and

the circumference, which Pelletier affirmed was not an

angle, when Clavius maintained that it was. Who does

not see that all this might have been settled in a word

by demanding from each what he understood by the term

angle ?

We see, again, that Simon Stevin, a very celebrated

mathematician of the Prince of Orange, having defined

number thus : Number is that by which the quantity of every

thing is explained, gets immediately into a great rage

against those who do not allow unity to be a number,

breaking into rhetorical exclamations as though it were a

most important discussion. It is true that he mingles with

that discourse a question of some importance, which is,

Whether the unit is to number what a point is to a line ?

But it is necessary to distinguish this, in order that we may
not confuse two things very different. And thus, to treat

separately these two questions the one, whether the unit is

a number ;
the other, whether the unit is to number what a
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point is to a line it must be said about the first that it is

only a dispute touching words, and that the unit may be a

number, or may not be, according to the definition which
we choose to give of number ; for, defining it as Euclid

does, number is a multitude of units together it is plain that

the unit is not a number ; but that, as this definition of

Euclid was arbitrary, and we may thus give another to the

word number, we may give to it one such as that which
Stevin proposes, according to which unity is a number.
Hence the first question is void ; and we cannot say any
thing against those who choose to call unity a number
without a manifest begging of the question, as we may see

by examining the pretended demonstrations of Stevin. The
first is :

The part is of the same nature as the whole ;

Unity is part of a multitude of units ;

Therefore unity is of the same nature as a multitude of

units, and, consequently, a number.

This argument is worth nothing at all ;
for though the

part be always of the same nature as the whole, it will not

follow that it must always have the same name as the

whole ; and, on the contrary, it very often happens that it

has not the same name. A soldier is one part of an army,
and not an army ; a room is one part of a house, and not

a house ; a semicircle is not a circle ; a part of a square is

not a square. This argument proves, therefore, rather

that unity, being part of a multitude of unities, has some

thing in common with the whole multitude of unities, in

relation to which we may say that it is of the same nature ;

but this does not prove that we are obliged to give the

same name, number, to a unit and a multitude of units,

since we may, if we choose, keep the term, number, for a

multitude of units, and give to the unit only the name of

unity, or of a part of a number.

The second reason of Stevin is no better :

If, from a given number we take away no number, the

number remains the same ;

Therefore, if unity were no number, in taking one from
three, the given number would remain the same, which

is absurd.

But the major here is ridiculous, and supposes the very
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thing in dispute ; for Euclid will deny that the given
number remains when we have taken away no number
from it, since it is enough for its not continuing what it

was, that we take away from it either a number, or a part of

a number, such as the unit is. And if this argument were

good, we might prove, in the same way, that in taking

away a semicircle from a given circle, the given circle

must remain, since we have taken away from it no circle.

Thus all the arguments of Stevin prove rather that we

may define the word number in such a way that it may
apply to unity, inasmuch as unity, and the multitude of

unities, have sufficient in common to enable them to be

signified by the same name ; but they do not prove at all

that we may not also define number by restricting this

word to a multitude of units, in order that we may not be

obliged to except unity whenever we explain the properties
which belong to all numbers but unity.
But the second question that, to wit, whether the unit is

to other numbers as the point is to the line is not of the

same nature as the first, and is not a dispute of a word,
but of a thing. For it is absolutely false that the unit may
be to number as the point is to the line, since unity added

to a number makes it greater, whereas, when a point is

added to a line, it does not. Unity is part of number, and

the point is no pai t of a line. When unity is taken away
from a number, the given number does not remain ; and
when the point is taken away from the line, the given line

does remain.

The same Stevin is full of such disputes on the de

finition of words, as when he labours zealously to prove
that number is not a discrete quantity that the propor
tion of numbers is always arithmetical, and not geo

metrical, that every root, of any number whatever it

may be, is a number ; which proves that he did properly
understand what the definition of a word was, and that he

has taken the definitions of words which cannot be con

tested, for the definitions of things which may be very
often justly contested.
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CHAPTER VI.

OF THE RULES WHICH RELATE TO AXIOMS, THAT IS, TO
PROPOSITIONS CLEAR AND EVIDENT OF THEMSELVES.

EVERT one agrees that there are propositions so clear and
so evident in themselves, that they do not need any de

monstration ; and that all those which are not demonstrated

ought to be such, in order to become the principles of a
true demonstration. For if they be at all uncertain, it is

clear that they cannot be the foundation of a conclusion

altogether certain.

But many do not sufficiently comprehend in what this

clearness and evidence of a proposition consists. For, in

the first place, we must not imagine that a proposition is

clear and certain when no one contradicts it; and that we

ought to consider it doubtful, or, at least, must be obliged
to prove it, when any one denies it. If this were so, there

would be nothing certain or clear, since philosophers have
been found who have professed to doubt, generally, of

everything, and some even who have maintained that there

is no proposition at all more probable than its contrary.
We ought not, therefore, to judge of certainty and clear

ness by the disputes of men, for there is nothing that may
not be contested, in word, at least ; but we must hold as

clear that which appears so to all those who will take the

trouble to consider things with attention, and who are

sincere in the utterance of what their inward conviction is.

Hence, what Aristotle says is of most important meaning,
that demonstration properly relates to the interior dis

course, and not to the exterior
;
since there is nothing so

well demonstrated that it may not be denied by an obsti

nate man, who undertakes to dispute in words the things
even of which he is inwardly persuaded. This is a very
ill disposition, and altogether unworthy of a well consti

tuted mind, though it is true that this humour often
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obtains in the schools of philosophy, through the custom
which is introduced among them of disputing about every
thing, and making it a point of honour never to yield, he

being accounted the man of most mind who is most prompt
at discovering evasions for avoiding it ; whereas the cha
racter of an honourable man is to lay down his arms
before the truth as soon as he perceives it, and to love it

even in the mouth of his adversary.

Secondly, even those philosophers who hold that all our

ideas come from sense, maintain also, that all the certainty
and evidence of propositions comes either immediately or

mediately from sense. &quot;

For,&quot; say they,
&quot; even that

axiom which is considered as clear and evident as we
can possibly desire the whole is greater than its part is

firmly established in our minds only because that from
our infancy AVC have observed in detail that a man is

greater than his head, and a whole house than a chamber,
and a whole forest than a tree, and the Avhole heaven than
a star.&quot;

This fancy is as false as that which AVC have refuted in

the First Part, that all our ideas comefrom sense. For if we
Avere assured of this truth the whole is greater than its part

only through the different instances in which AVC had
observed it from our infancy, AVC should have only a pro
bable assurance of it, since induction is only a certain

means of knowing a thing Avhen we are assured that the

induction is complete ; there being nothing more common
than to discover the falsity of Avhat AVC had believed to be

true, on inductions which appeared to us so general, that

we could not imagine any exception could be found.

Thus, not long since, it Avas believed as indubitable that

the water contained in a curved vessel, of which one end
was much larger than the other, remained always level

being no higher in the small end than in the large be
cause it had been proved by a multitude of observations.

It has been, hoAvever, lately found that this is false Avhen

one of the ends is extremely narrow, since then the Avater

rises higher in it than in the other. This shows that

inductions alone could never giA^e us complete certainty of

any truth, at all eA-ents, not before AVC Avere assured that

they were universal, Avhich is impossible. And, conse-
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quently, we could only have a probable assurance of the

truth of this axiom, that the whole is greater than its part, if

we were only assured of it in consequence of having seen

that a man is greater than his head, a forest than a tree,

the heaven than a star, since we should be always open
to doubt whether there might not be some other whole,
which we had not observed, which was not greater than
its part.

It is not, therefore, on these observations which we have
made from our infancy that the certainty of this axiom de

pends. There is, on the contrary, nothing more capable
of keeping us in error than the holding fast to these preju
dices of our childhood. But this certainty depends solely
on this, that the clear and distinct ideas which we have of

a whole and of a part manifestly involve that the whole is

greater than the part, and that the part is smaller than the

whole. And all that could be effected by the different ob
servations which we have made, of a man being greater
than his head, a house than a room, has been to furnish us

with occasions of paying attention to the ideas of whole

and part. But it is positively false that they were the

cause of the absolute and immoveable certainty that we
have of the truth of this axiom. This, I think, I have de

monstrated.

What we have said of this axiom may be said of all

others, and thus we believe that the certainty and evidence

of human knowledge in natural things depends on this

principle,
All that is contained in the clear and distinct idea of a thing

may be affirmed with truth of that thing.

Thus, since the being animal is contained in the idea of

man, I may affirm of man that he is animal ; since, having
all its diameters, equal is contained in the idea of a circle, I

may affirm of every circle that all its diameters are equal ;

since, having all its angles, equal to two right angles is

contained in the idea of a triangle, I may affirm this of

every triangle.
We cannot dispute this principle without destroying the

whole evidence of human knowledge and establishing an

absurd Pyrrhonism. For we can judge of things only by
the ideas which we have of them, since the only means we
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have of conceiving them is what we have in our mind, and

they are there only through our ideas. Now, if the judg
ments which we form by considering these ideas do not

regard things in themselves, but simply our thoughts that
is to say, if, when I see clearly that the having three

angles equal to two right angles is contained in the idea
of a triangle, I have no right to conclude, in truth, that

every triangle has three angles equal to two right angles,
but simply that I think so it is plain that we could have
no knowledge of things, but simply of our thoughts, and,

consequently, we should know nothing of the things we are

persuaded that we know most certainly ; but we should

only know that we think them to be so and so, which
would manifestly destroy all the sciences.

And it need not be thought that there are any men who
seriously acquiesce in these consequences, that we do not
know in relation to anything, whether it be true or false

in itself. For there are some things so simple and so evi

dent as, / think, therefore I am ; the ivhole is greater than its

part that it is impossible seriously to doubt whether they
are in themselves such as we conceive them. The reason

is, that we cannot doubt of them without thinking of them,
and that we cannot think of them without believing them
true, and, consequently, we cannot doubt them.

Nevertheless, this principle alone is not sufficient to

judge of what ought to be believed as an axiom
; for there

are attributes which are really contained in the idea ofthings,
which, nevertheless, may, and ought, to be demonstrated

as, the equality of all angles of a triangle to two right angles,
or of all those of a hexagon to eight right angles. But we must

carefully observe whether we need only consider the idea
of a thing with a slight attention, in order to see clearly
that such an attribute is contained in it, or whether, be

sides, it is necessary to join to it some other idea, in order
to perceive that connection. When it is necessary to con
sider only the idea, the proposition may be taken as an

axiom, especially if that consideration requires only a mo
derate attention, of which all common minds are capable.
But if some other idea be necessary besides the idea of the

thing, it is a proposition which needs to be demonstrated.
Thus we may give the two following rules for axioms :
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1st RULE.

When, in order to see clearly that an attribute belongs to a subject
(as that it belongs to a whole to be greater than its part), we need only
consider the two ideas of subject and attribute with moderate attention,
so that we cannot give this attention without perceiving that the idea of
that attribute is truly contained in the idea of the subject. We ought,
then, to take this proposition as an axiom which needs no demonstra

tion, because it has, of itself, all the evidence which demonstration
could have given to it, since demonstration could do nothing more than
show that this attribute belongs to the subject, by employing a third

idea to show this connection, which we see already without the aid of

any third idea.

But we must not confound a simple exposition (though
this should even take the form of an argument) with a true

demonstration ; for there are axioms which need to be ex

plained, in order that they may be better understood,

although they do not need to be demonstrated, the exposi
tion being nothing more than saying in other words, and
more at length, what is contained in the axiom, whereas,
demonstration requires some new mean which the axiom
did not clearly contain.

2d RULE.

When the simple consideration of the idea of the subject and the at
tribute is not sufficient to enable us to see clearly that the attribute

belongs to the subject, the proposition which affirms that it does ought
not to be taken as an axiom

;
but it ought to be demonstrated by em

ploying some other ideas to show that connection, as we employ the idea
of parallel lines in order to show that the three angles of a triangle
are equal to two right angles.

These two rules are more important than we may think,
for it is one of the most common defects among men, that

of not consulting themselves in relation to what they affirm

or deny, of referring to what they have heard said, or

what they have previously thought, without carefully ob

serving what they would think of them themselves if they
were to consider with more attention what passes in their

own mind of confining themselves rather to the sound of

the words than to their true ideas of affirming, as clear

and evident, that which it is impossible for them to con

ceive, and denying, as false, what it would be impossible
for them not to believe true, if they would take the trouble

to consider it seriously.
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For example, those who say that in a piece of wood,
besides its parts and their situation, their figure, their

motion, or rest, and the pores which enter into their parts
there is still a substantial form distinguished from all this,

think they say nothing but what is certain, while, how
ever, they utter a thing which neither themselves nor any
one else comprehends, or ever will comprehend.

While, if, on the contrary, we would explain to them
the effects of nature, by the insensible parts of which bodies

are composed, and by their different situation, size, figure,

motion, or rest, and by the pores which traverse these

parts, and which allow or arrest the passage of other mat

ters, they believe that we speak to them only of chimeras,

although we tell them nothing but what may be conceived

very easily; and, by a strange perversion of mind, the facility
even with which these things are comprehended induces

them to believe that they are not the true causes of natural

effects, but that these are more hidden and mysterious ; so

that they are more disposed to believe those who explain
them by principles which they cannot conceive than those

who employ only principles which they can understand.

And it is, again, humorous enough, that when we speak
to them of insensible parts, they think themselves entitled

to reject them, because they can neither see nor touch

them ; while, however, they rest satisfied with substantial

forms, ponderosity, attractive virtue, &c., which they not

only never saw or touched, but which they cannot even

conceive.

CHAPTER VII.

OF SOME AXIOMS WHICH ARE IMPORTANT, AND WHICH MAY
BE EMPLOYED AS THE PRINCIPLES OP GREAT TRUTHS.

EVERY one allows that it is important to have in the

mind many axioms and principles, which, being clear and
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indubitable, may be employed as a foundation for obtain

ing a knowledge of things more obscure. But those which
are commonly given are of such little use that it is scarcely
worth while to know them

;
for that which is called the

first principle of knowledge it is impossible for the same

thing to be, and not to be is very clear and certain ; but I

do not see how it can avail to furnish us with any know

ledge. I believe, therefore, that those which follow will

be of more use. I commence with that which we have

already explained.

1st AXIOM.

Everything which is contained in the clear and distinct idea

of a thing may be affirmed of it with truth.

2d AXIOM.

Existence (possible at least) is contained in the idea of every

thing ivhich we conceive clearly and distinctly.

For as soon as a thing is conceived clearly we cannot

but regard it able to be so, since it is only the contradic

tion which we find between our ideas, which leads us to

believe that a thing cannot be. Now there can be no con

tradiction in an idea when it is clear and distinct.

3d AXIOM.

Nothing cannot be the cause of anything.

Other axioms spring from this, which may be called its

corollaries ; such as the following :

4th AXIOM, or 1st COROLLARY of the 3d.

No thing, nor any perfection of that thing actually existing,

can have nothing, or a thing non-existent, as the cause of its

existence.

5th AXIOM, or 2d COROLLARY of the 3d.

All the reality or perfection which is in a thing, is found,

formally or eminently, in its first and total cause.
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6th AXIOM, or 3d COROLLARY of the 3d.

Wo body is able to move
itself, that is to say, to give

itself motion when it has none.

This principle is so evident, naturally, that it caused the

introduction of substantial forms, and the real qualities of

heaviness and lightness ; for philosophers, seeing, on the

one hand, that it was impossible for that which was moved
to move itself, and being falsely persuaded, on the other,
that there was nothing without the stone which pushed
it downwards when it fell, felt themselves obliged to

distinguish two things in a stone the matter which re

ceived the motion, and the substantial form, aided by the

accident of heaviness, which gave it. They did not, how
ever, observe, that thus they either fell into the difficulty
which they wished to avoid, if that form was at once

material, that is to say, a true matter, or that, if it was
not matter, it must be a substance which is really distinct

from it ; which it was impossible for them to conceive

clearly, at least, to conceive as a mind, that is, a substance

which thinks, which is truly the form of man, and not

that of any other body.

7th AXIOM, or 4th COROLLARY of the 3d.

No body can move another, unless it is itself moved. For if

a body, being at rest, is unable to give itself motion, it is

still less able to give it to another body.

8th AXIOM.

We ought not to deny what is clear and evident because we

cannot comprehend ichat is obscure.

9th AXIOM.

It belongs to the nature of a finite mind, that it cannot com

prehend the infinite.

10th AXIOM.

The testimony of one infinitely powerful, infinitely wise, in-
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finitely good, and infinitely truthful, ought to persuade our

minds more powerfully than the most convincing reasons.

For we ought to be more assured that he who is in

finitely intelligent cannot be deceived, and that he who is

infinitely good cannot deceive us, than we are that we are

not deceived in things the most clear.

These three last axioms are the ground of faith, of which
we shall say something hereafter.

llth AXIOM.

When those facts of which sense may easily judge are at

tested by a very great number of persons, of different times,

different nations, different interests, who affirm that they have

personally known them, and who cannot be suspected of having

conspired together to support a deception, we ought to consider

them as as well established and indubitable as though u-e had

seen them with our own eyes.

This is the ground of the greater part of our knowledge,
since the things which we know in this way are more
numerous by far than those which we know by our own
observation.

CHAPTER VIII.

OF THE RDLES WHICH RELATE TO DEMONSTRATION.

A TRUE demonstration requires two things : the one, that

there be nothing in the matter but what is certain and
indubitable

;
the other, that there be nothing vicious in

the form of the argument. Now we shall certainly secure

both ifwe observe the two rules which have been laid down.
For there would be only what is true and certain in the

matter, if all the propositions which we employ as proofs
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Either definitions of words which have been already
explained, which, being arbitrary, cannot be disputed :

Or axioms which have been granted, and which ought
not to have been assumed unless they were clear and
evident in themselves, according to the third rule :

Or propositions already demonstrated, and which have
become clear and evident by the demonstration which has
been given of them :

Or a construction of the thing itself which is in question,
when there may be any operation to perform, which ought
to be as indubitable as the rest, since this construction

ought to have been beforehand shown to be possible, if

there was any doubt as to whether it was so.

It is, therefore, clear, that by observing the first rule,

we shall never advance as a proof any proposition which
is not certain and evident.

It is also easy to show that we shall not sin against the

form of reasoning if we observe the second rule, which is,

always to avoid choosing the equivocation of terms by
mentally substituting the definitions which restrict and

explain their meaning.
For if we ever sin against the rules of syllogism, it is

by deceiving ourselves with the equivocation of some term,
and by taking it in one sense in one of the propositions,
and in another sense in the other ; which principally

happens in the middle term of a syllogism, the taking of

which in two different senses, in the two first propositions,
is the most common defect of vicious arguments. Now it

is clear that we shall avoid this defect by observing that

second rule.

Not but that there are still other vices of reasoning
besides that which springs from the equivocal meaning of

terms, but these it is almost impossible for a man of aver

age mind, and possessed of some knowledge, ever to fall

into, especially in speculative matters, and thus it would
be useless to give rules against these vices, and urge their

observance ; and it would indeed be frivolous, since the

application which would be given to these superfluous rules

might divert the attention which we ought to pay to things
more necessary. Thus we see that the geometers never

take any trouble about the form of their arguments, nor
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think of conforming to the rules of logic, without, however,

being at all defective in this particular, since it is done

naturally, without the need of study.
There is still an observation to be made about the pro

positions which need to be demonstrated : it is, that we
ought not to place amongst this number those which may
be so by the application of the rule of evidence to every
evident proposition ; for, if this were so, there would be

scarcely any axiom that would not need to be demon
strated, as they might almost all be by that proposition
which we have said may be taken as the foundation of all

evidence Everything which we see to be contained in a clear

and distinct idea may be affirmed ivith truth. We may say,
for example :

Everything which we see to be contained in a clear and distinct idea

may be affirmed with truth ;

Now we see clearly that the clear and distinct idea which we have of
a whole contains the being

1

greater than its part ;

Therefore, we may affirm with truth that the whole is greater than
its part.

But though this proof may be very good, it is neverthe

less not necessary, because our mind supplies that major
without having any need to pay special attention to it,

and thus sees clearly and evidently that the whole is

greater than its part, without the need of any reflection as

to whence this evidence arises ; for it is one thing to know
a thing evidently, and another to know whence that evi

dence springs.

CHAPTER IX.

OF SOME DEFECTS WHICH ARE COMMONLY TO BE MET WITH
IN THE METHOD OF THE GEOMETERS.

WE have seen what of excellence the method of the

geometers possesses. We have reduced this method to

five rules, which we cannot too thoroughly fix in our
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minds: and it must be confessed that there is nothing
more admirable than the discovery of so many hidden

things, and their demonstration, by reasons so strong and
so invincible, through the employment of so few rules : so

that, among all philosophers, to them alone belongs the

advantage of having banished from their schools and books

controversy and dispute.

Nevertheless, if we would judge of things without pre
judice, as we cannot take away from them the glory of

having followed a much more certain course for the dis

covery of truth than any others, so neither can we deny
that they have not fallen into some defects, which, though
they have not turned them aside from their end, have
nevertheless prevented them from reaching it by the short

est and most convenient route. I will endeavour to show
this by selecting from Euclid some examples of these

defects.

1st DEFECT.

Paying more attention to certainty than to evidence, and to the

conviction of the mind than to its enlightenment.

The geometers are worthy of all praise in seeking to

advance only what is convincing ; but it would appear
that they have not sufficiently observed, that it does not

suffice for the establishment of a perfect knowledge of any
thing, to be convinced that it is true, unless, beyond this,

we penetrate into the reasons, derived from the nature of

the thing itself, why it is true. For until we arrive at

this point, our mind is not fully satisfied, and still seeks

greater knowledge than this, which marks that it has not

yet a true knowledge. We may say that this defect is the

source of all the others which we shall notice ; and thus

it is not necessary to explain it further here, since we
shall speak of it sufficiently in what follows.

2d DEFECT.

Proving things ivhich have no need ofproof.

The geometers maintain that it is not necessary to under

take the proof of what is clear of itself. They nevertheless
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often do it, because, being more bent on convincing the

mind than enlightening it, as we have said, they believe

that they shall convince it better by finding some proof of

those things even which are most evident, than by simply

proposing them, and leaving the mind to recognise their

evidence.

It is this which led Euclid to prove that the two sides

of a triangle are greater than a single one, although this

was evident from the very notion of a right line, which is

the shortest possible distance between two points, and the

natural measure of the distance from one point to another,
which it would not be if it were not also the shortest of

all lines which could be drawn from one point to another.

This is what led him, again, to make the following :

To draw a line equal to a given line not a postulate, but a

problem which must be demonstrated, although it is easy,
and indeed more so than to draw a circle having a given
radius.

This defect has arisen, no doubt, from its not having
been sufficiently considered that all the certainty and evi

dence of our knowledge in the natural sciences spring from

this principle : That we may affirm of a thing all that is

contained in its clear and distinct idea. Whence it follows,

that when we need only, in order to recognise that an at

tribute is contained in an idea, to consider the idea simply,
without connecting it with others, it ought to be considered

as clear and evident, as we have already said above.

I know, indeed, that there are some attributes which

may be seen more easily in ideas than others, but I believe

that it is enough that they are able to be seen clearly with

a moderate attention, and that no man, with a rightly con

stituted mind, is able seriously to doubt them
;

for those

propositions, which are derived thus from the simple con

sideration of ideas, to be regarded as principles which have
no need of proof, but, at most, of a little explanation. Thus
I maintain that we cannot pay much attention to the idea of

a right line without perceiving not only that its position

depends on two points alone (which Euclid has taken as

one of his postulates), but that we can also comprehend,
without trouble, and very clearly, that if a right line cut

another, and there are two points in the cutting line, each
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of which is equally distant from two points in the line

which is cut, there will be no other point of the cutting
line which is not equally distant from these two points of

the line which is cut. Hence, it will be easy to determine

when a line is perpendicular to another without employing
either angle or triangle, which ought not to be treated of,

before the things which are demonstrated by perpendicu
lars alone, are well established.

It is also to be remarked that there are some excellent

geometers who employ, as principles, propositions less clear

than these : as Archimedes, who established his beautiful

demonstration on this axiom That if two lines in the same

plane have their extremities common, and are bent or hollow

towards the same part, what is contained will be less than that

which contains.

It must be confessed that this defect of proving what
needs no proof does appear a very great one, and is not so

in itself; but it is important in its consequences, since it is

from this that the inversion of the natural order, of which
we shall speak below, springs ; this desire of proving
what ought to be assumed as clear and evident of itself,

having often obliged the geometers to treat of things (in

order to employ them, as proofs, in what ought not to have

been proved) which, according to the order of nature,

should have been treated of afterwards.

3d DEFECT.

Demonstrating by Impossibility.

Those kind of demonstrations which show that a thing
is such, not by its principles, but by some absurdity which

would follow, if it were not so, are very common in

Euclid. It is clear, however, that while they may con

vince the mind, they do not enlighten it, which ought to be

the chief result of knowledge ; for our mind is not satisfied

unless it knows not only that a thing is, but why it is,

which cannot be learnt from a demonstration which re

duces it to the impossible.
Not that these demonstrations are to be altogether

rejected, for we may oftentimes employ them to prove
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negatives, which are properly only corollaries from other

propositions, either clear of themselves or demonstrated

before in another way ; and then that kind of demonstra

tion, by reducing them to the impossible, occupies the

place rather of an explanation than a new demonstration.

We may say, in fine, that these demonstrations are

allowable only when we are unable to furnish others, and
that it is a fault to employ them in proving what may be

positively proved. Now there are many propositions in

Euclid which he has only proved in this way which may
be otherwise proved without any great difficulty.

4th DEFECT.

Far-fetched Demonstrations.

This defect is very common among the geometers they
take no trouble as to the quarter whence the proofs which

they furnish are obtained, provided they are convincing
to prove things by foreign methods is, however, to prove
them but very imperfectly.

This will be better understood by some examples :

Euclid I., prop. 5, proves that an isosceles triangle has

the two angles at its base equal, by prolonging equally the

sides of the triangle and making new triangles, which he

compares with the others.

But is it credible that a thing so easy of proof as the

equality of these angles required so much artifice to prove
it, as though anything would be more ridiculous than to

imagine that this equality depended on these foreign tri

angles, whereas, had the true order been observed, many
other ways existed of proving this same equality, much
shorter, easier, and more natural?

The 47th of the First Book, where it is proved that the

square of the base which contains a right angle, is equal
to the two squares of the sides, is one of the most admired

propositions of Euclid : it is, however, sufficiently clear

that the manner in which it is proved is not natural, since

the equality of the squares does not depend on the equality
of the triangles, which is taken as the mean in that de

monstration, but on the proportion of the lines, which may
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be easily demonstrated without employing any other line

than that let fall from the point of the right angle on the

base.

All Euclid is full of these far-fetched demonstrations.

5th DEFECT.

Paying no attention to the true order of nature.

This is the greatest defect of the geometers.

They have fancied that there is scarcely any order for

them to observe, except that the first propositions may be

employed to demonstrate the succeeding ones. And thus,

disregarding the true rule of method, which is, always to

begin with things the most simple and general, in order to

pass from them to those which are more complex and par
ticular, they confuse everything, and treat pell-mell of lines

and surfaces, and triangles and squares, proving by figures
the properties of simple lines, and introducing a mass of

other distortions which disfigure that beautiful science.

The elements of Euclid are quite full of this defect.

After having treated of extension in the first four Books,
he treats generally of the proportions of all kinds of mag
nitudes in the Fifth. lie returns to extension in the Sixth,
and treats of numbers in the Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth,
and begins in the Tenth to speak again of extension. So
much for the general disorder ;

but it is full of a mass of

confusion in detail. He commences the First Book by the

construction of an equilateral triangle, and, subsequently

(twenty-two propositions after), he gives the general means
for making any triangle of three given straight lines, pro
vided that two are greater than a single one, which involves

the particular construction of an equilateral triangle on a

given line.

He proves nothing of perpendicular and parallel lines,

except by triangles. He measures the dimension of surfaces

with that of lines.

He proves Book I., proposition 16 that, the side of

a triangle being prolonged, the exterior angle is greater
than either of the interior and opposite angles ; and, six

propositions further on, he proves that that exterior angle
is equal to the two opposite angles.
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It would be necessary to transcribe the whole of Euclid,
in order to give all the examples which might be found of

this confusion.

6th DEFECT.

Employing no divisions and partitions.

There is still another defect in the method ofthe geometers,
that of not employing divisions and partitions. It is not

that they do not mark all the species of the genera which

they treat of, but that they do this simply by defining the

term, and placing all the definitions one after another, with

out indicating that one genus has so many species, and
can have no more, because the general idea of the genus
can receive only so many differences, which would tend

to throw considerable light upon the nature of genus and

species.
For example, we find in the First Book of Euclid de

finitions of all the species of triangles. But who can

doubt that it would be much clearer to speak of them as

follows ?

A triangle may be divided in relation to its sides, or in

relation to its angles.

( all equal, and it is called Equilateral.
For the sides are either &amp;lt; two only equal, and it is called Isosceles.

( all three unequal, and it is called Scalene.

either I
a^ *nree acute, and it is called Oxigon.

\ \ two only acute, and then the third is

The angles are 1.

(either I
ri&nt &amp;gt;

and ** is calle(l Rectangle.
I obtuse, and it is called Amblygon.

It is, indeed, much better not to give the division of

triangles before having explained and demonstrated the

properties of triangle in general, from which we shall have
learnt that at least two angles of a triangle must be acute,
because the three together are only equal to two right

angles.
The defect comes under that rule which enjoins that we

do not treat of, or even define, the species before the genus
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ia well known, especially when there are many things
which may be said of the genus without speaking of the

species.

CHAPTER X.

REPLY TO WHAT IS SAID BY THE GEOMETERS ON THIS
SUBJECT.

THERE are some geometers who think they have justified
these defects by saying that they have paid no attention to

them, that it is enough for them that they say nothing
which they do not prove in a convincing manner, and that

they are, in this way, assured of having found the truth,
which is their sole aim.

It must be allowed, moreover, that these defects are not
so considerable, but that we are compelled to acknow

ledge that of all human sciences there are none which have
been better handled than those which are comprised under
the general name of mathematics. All that we maintain
is that something may be added to them, in order to render
them more perfect, and that, though the principal thing that

ought to be considered is to advance nothing but what is

true, it is, nevertheless, to be desired that more attention

had been paid to the more natural manner by which truth

is conveyed to the mind.

For the geometers may say, if they please, that they do
not care about the true order, or whether they prove by
near or distant ways, provided that they accomplish what

they seek, which is to convince ; but they cannot change,
in this way, the nature of our mind, nor prevent us from

having a knowledge much more accurate, more entire and

complete, of things which we know through their true

causes and principles, than of those which are proved to

us only through foreign and indirect ways.
Q
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It is indubitable, indeed, that we learn with incompar

ably greater facility, and retain much better, what has been

taught us in the true order
;
because the ideas which have

a. natural connection arrange themselves much better in

our memory, and suggest each other much more readily.
We may say, indeed, that Avhat we have once known,

by having penetrated into its true reason, is not retained by
the memory but by the judgment, and that it becomes so

thoroughly our oAvn that we are unable to forget it ;
where

as what we know only by demonstrations which are

not founded on natural reasons, escapes us easily, and is

with difficulty recovered when it has once passed from

memory, because our mind furnishes us with no means of

recovering it.

It must be conceded, therefore, that it is in itself much
better to observe this order than not to observe it. But all

that can be said with justice is, that a small inconvenience

must be neglected when we cannot avoid it without falling

into a greater ; that thus it is an inconvenience that the true

order is not observed, but that it is better, nevertheless, to

disregard it than to fail of proving invincibly that which we
advance, and to expose ourselves to the danger of falling into

error and paralogism, by seeking after proofs which are

more natural, but which are not so convincing nor so free

from all suspicion of deception.
This reply is very reasonable ; and I confess that we

must prefer, in all things, the certainty of not being de

ceived, and that the true order must be neglected if we
cannot follow it without losing much of the force of the

demonstrations, and exposing ourselves to error. But I

do not concede that it is impossible to observe both ; and
I believe that a work on the elements of geometry can be

made in which all things should be treated in their natural

order, all propositions proved in very simple and natural

ways, and in which, nevertheless, everything should be

most clearly demonstrated. (This has since been accom

plished in the NEW ELEMENTS OF GEOMETRY, and particu

larly in the new edition which has lately appeared.)
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CHAPTER XL

THE METHOD OF THE SCIENCES REDUCED TO EIGHT
PRINCIPAL RULES.

WE may conclude from what has been said, that in order
to have a method which should be still more perfect than
that which is in use amongst the geometers, we ought to

add two or three to the rules which were given in the

second chapter, so that all these rules may be reduced to

eight :

Of which the two first relate to ideas, and may be re

ferred to the First Part of this Logic ;

The third and fourth relate to axioms, and may be re

ferred to the Second Part;
The fifth and sixth to reasonings, and may be referred

to the Third Part ;

And the two last relate to order, and may be referred

to the Fourth Part.

Two Rules touching Definitions.

1. Not to leave any terms at all obscure or equivocal,
without defining them.

2. To employ in definitions only terms perfectly well

known, or already explained.

Two Rules for Axioms.

3. To demand as axioms only things perfectly evident.

4. To receive as evident that which requires only a

slight attention to the recognition of its truth.

Tico Rules for Demonstrations.

5. To prove all propositions which are at all obscure by
employing in their proof only the definitions which have
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preceded, or the axioms which have been granted, or the

propositions which have been already demonstrated.

6. Always to avoid the equivocation of terms, by sub

stituting mentally the definitions which restrict and explain
their meaning.

Two Rules for Method.

7. To treat of things, as far as possible, in their natural

order, by commencing with the most general and simple,
and explaining everything which belongs to the nature of

the genus before passing to its particular species.

8. To divide, as far as possible, every genus into all its

species, every whole into all its parts, and every difficulty

into all its cases.

I have added to these two rules as far as possible,

because there are, indeed, many occasions on which we
cannot rigorously observe them, either because of the

limits of the human mind, or of those which we are obliged
to set to every science.

This occasions us to treat often of a species when we
cannot treat of everything which belongs to the genus : as

we treat of a circle in common geometry without saying

anything in detail of the curved line wrhich is its genus,
which we are satisfied with simply defining.

Neither can we explain, in relation to a genus, every

thing which might be said of it, since this would often be

too long ;
but it is enough that we say of it all that we

intend to say before passing to its species.

But I believe that a science cannot be treated perfectly,

except great attention be paid to these two last rules, as

well as to the others, and that we should consent to dis

pense with them only on necessity, or to secure some great

advantage.
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CHAPTER XII.

OF WHAT WE KNOW THROUGH FAITH, WHETHER HUMAN OR
DIVINE.

ALL that we have said hitherto relates to sciences purely
human, and to knowledges which are founded on the

evidence of reason. But before finishing, it is right to

speak of another kind of knowledge, which is often not

less certain or less evident in its manner, that, to wit,

which we derive from authority.

For there are two general ways which lead us to believe

that a thing is true : The first is, the knowledge which
we have of it ourselves, from having known and sought
out its truth, whether by our senses or by our reason.

This may be called, generally, reason, since the senses

themselves depend on the judgment of reason, or science,

taking that term more generally than it is taken in the

schools, for all the knowledge of an object derived from

the object itself.

The other way is, the authority of persons worthy of

credence, who assure us that such a thing is, although we
ourselves know nothing about it. This is called faith or

credence, according to the expression of St Augustine
Quod scimus debemus rationi; quod credimus auctoritate.

But as this authority may be of two kinds of God, or

of men, there are also two kinds of faith divine and

human.

Divine faith cannot be exposed to error, since God can

neither deceive nor be deceived.

Human faith is of itself subject to error, since every
man is a liar according to the Scripture, and it is possible

that he who assures us that a thing is true may be himself

deceived. Nevertheless, as we have indicated already,
there are things which we know only through human

faith, of which we are as certainly and indubitably assured

as though we had received mathematical demonstrations of
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them : as what we know through the continued relation of

so many persons, that it is morally impossible that they
could have conspired together to maintain the same thing,
if it had not been true. For example, men have consider

able difficulty, naturally, in conceiving that the antipodes
exist : nevertheless, though we have never been there, and
know nothing of them save through human faith, he would
be a fool who did not believe in them. In the same way,
he must have lost his senses who could doubt whether

Caesar, Pompey, Cicero, Yirgil, ever existed, and whether

they were not fictitious personages, like those of Amadis.
It is true that it is often very difficult to mark precisely

when human faith has reached this certainty, and when it

has not. And this leads men to fall into two opposite
errors : the one, that of those who believe too readily, on

the slightest rumour ; and the other, of those who foolishly

oppose the whole force of their mind against the belief of

the best attested things, when these offend their prejudices.
We may, however, mark certain limits which must be

passed in order to secure this human certainty, and others

beyond which it is certainly possessed, leaving a mean
between these two kinds of limits which approaches more
to certainty or uncertainty, according as it comes nearer

to the one or to the other.

And if we compare together the two general ways which
lead us to believe a thing reason and faith it is certain

that faith always supposes some reason. For, as St

Augustine says, in his 122d letter, and in many other

places, we could never have been led to believe that which
is above our reason, if reason itself had not persuaded us

that there are things which we do well to believe, though
we are unable as yet to comprehend them. This is prin

cipally true in relation to divine faith, because true reason

teaches us that God, being truth itself, cannot deceive in

that which he reveals to us of his nature and his mysteries :

from which it appears, that though we are obliged to bring
our understanding into captivity to the obedience of Jesus

Christ, as St Paul says, we nevertheless do not do this

blindly and unreasonably, which is the origin of all false

religions, but with the knowledge of the cause, and be

cause it is a reasonable action to bring ourselves thus into
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captivity to the authority of God, when he has given us

sufficient proofs such as the miracles, and other extraor

dinary events which oblige us to believe that it is himself

who has discovered to men the truths which we ought to

believe.

In the second place, it is certain that divine faith ought
to have more weight with us than our own reason, because

reason itself shows us that we ought always to prefer that

which is more certain to that which is less, and because

that is more certain which God says is true, than that of

which our reason persuades us, and because it is more

possible for our reason to be deceived than for God to

deceive us.

Nevertheless, if we consider things with minute atten

tion, we shall find, that what we evidently see, either by

reason, or by the faithful report of the senses, is never

opposed to what divine faith teaches us ;
but that what

leads us to imagine this is, that we do not observe the point

where the evidence of our reason and senses must terminate.

For example, our senses show us clearly, in the Eucharist,

the roundness and the whiteness [of the waier] ; but our

senses do not inform us whether it is the substance of

bread which causes our eyes to perceive the roundness

and the whiteness : and thus faith is not contrary to the

evidence of our senses, when it tells us that it is not the

substance of bread any longer, having been changed to the

body of Jesus Christ by the mystery of transubstantiation,

and that we only now see the images and appearances of

bread which remain, although the substance is no longer

there.

Reason, indeed, shows us that the same body cannot be

at the same time in different places, nor two bodies in the

same place ; but this ought to be understood of the natural

condition of bodies, because it would be a Avant of reason

to imagine that our mind, being finite, is able to coni-

prehend the extent of the power of God, which is in

finite : and thus, when the heretics, in order to destroy

the mysteries of faith, as the Trinity, the Incarnation, and

the Eucharist, oppose to them these pretended impossi

bilities derived from reason, they manifestly, in this very

act, separate themselves from reason, by pretending that
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they are able to comprehend, by their mind, the infinite

extent of the power of God. It is sufficient, however, to

say, in reply to all these objections, what St Augustine
said, on the same subject, of the penetration of bodies :

Sed nova sunt, sed insolita sunt, sed contra naturce cursum

notissimum sunt, quia magna, quia mira, quia divina, et eo

magis vera, certa,Jirma.

CHAPTEE XIII.

SOME RULES FOR THE RIGHT DIRECTION OF REASON IN THE
BELIEF OF THINGS WHICH DEPEND ON HUMAN TESTIMONY.

THE most common use of good sense, and of that power of

the soul which enables us to discriminate truth from false

hood, is not in the speculative sciences, to which so few
are obliged to devote themselves ; but there is scarcely

any occasion on which we more frequently employ it, and
on which it is more necessary, than in the judgments
which we form about every-day affairs.

I do not speak of the judgment which we form as to

whether an action is good or bad, worthy of praise or of

blame, since it belongs to morality to regulate this, but

simply that which we make touching the truth or false

hood of human events, which alone is regarded by logic :

whether we consider them as past, as when we seek to

know whether we ought to believe them or not
; or

whether we consider them as future, as when we dread or

desire that they will happen, which regulates our hopes
and fears.

Some reflections may be made on this subject, which,

perhaps, may not be without their use, and which may at

least help us to avoid the faults into which many fall,

from not having sufficiently regarded the rules of rea

soning.
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The first reflection is, that a wide difference must be

made between two kinds of truths : one, which relates

simply to the nature of things, and their unchangeable
essence, independently of their existence ; the others, which
relate to things existing, and especially to human accidents

and events, which may or may not be, when we inquire
about the future, but which cannot be otherwise, when we
inquire about the past. All this is to be understood in

relation to their proximate causes, apart from their order

immutable in the providence of God, since, on the one

hand, this does not prevent contingency, and, on the

other, being unknown, it cannot at all contribute to our

belief of things.
In the first kind of truths, since everything is necessary,

nothing is true which is not true universally ; and thus we

may conclude that a thing is false, if it is false in a single
case.

But if \ve think of following the same rules in the belief

of human events, we shall always, except by accident, judge

ialsely, and make a thousand false reasonings about them.

For these events being contingent in their nature, it

would be ridiculous to seek in them necessary truth : thus

a man would be altogether unreasonable who should believe

nothing, except we were to prove to him that it was

absolutely necessary that the thing should have happened
in that way.
And he would be no less unreasonable who should

endeavour to make us believe anything as, for instance,

that the king of China was converted to the Christian

religion for this reason alone, that it was not impossible ;

for another who should assert the contrary might employ
the very same reason, and it is clear, therefore, that this

could not determine us to believe one rather than the other.

It must, therefore, be laid down as a certain and indu

bitable maxim on this subject, that the simple possibility

of an event is no sufficient reason for our belief of it, and

that we may also have reason to believe it, although we
do not judge it to be impossible for the contrary to have

happened ; so that, of two events, I may have ground for

believing the one, and disbelieving the other, although I

believe both possible.
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But what, tlien, shall determine me to believe the one
rather than the other, if I judge both possible ? It will be

according to the following maxim :

In order for me to judge of the truth of an event, and
for me to believe it or not to believe it, it is not necessary
to consider it abstractly, and in itself, as we should con

sider a proposition in geometry, but it is necessary to pay
attention to all the circumstances which accompany it,

internal as well as external. I call internal circumstances

those which belong to the fact itself, and external, those

which belong to the persons by whose testimony we are

led to believe it. This being done, if all the circumstances

are such, that it never or rarely happens that the like cir

cumstances are the concomitants of falsehood, our mind is

led, naturally, to believe that it is true ; and it is right to

do so, especially in the conduct of life, which does not

demand greater certainty, and which must often rest

satisfied in many circumstances with the greatest pro

bability.
And if, on the contrary, these circumstances are such as

we very often find in connection wilh falsehood, reason

determines, either that we remain in suspense, or that we
consider as false what has been told us, when there is

no appearance of its being true, although it may not be

an utter impossibility.
It is asked, for example, whether the history of the

baptism of Constantine by St Sylvester is true or false.

Baronius believes it to be true
; Cardinal Perron, Bishop

Spondanus, Father Petavius, Father Morinus, and the most
able portion of the church, believe it to be false. If we
confine ourselves to its simple impossibility, we have no

right to reject it, for it contains nothing absolutely impos
sible ; and it is possible, indeed, speaking absolutely, that

Eusebius, who testifies to the contrary, lied in order to

favour the Arians, and that the fathers who followed were
deceived by his testimony; but if the rule be employed which
we have established, which is, to consider what are the

circumstances of the one or the other, and which of these

have the most marks of truth, we shall find that they are

those of the last ; for, on the one hand, we cannot rely on

the testimony of such a fabulous writer as the author of
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the acts of St Sylvester, who is the only ancient authority
we have for the baptism of Constantino at Rome ; and, on

the other, it is not at all probable that a man so able as

Eusebius would have ventured to utter a falsehood in

relating a thing so celebrated as the baptism of the first

emperor who had given liberty to the church, and which

would have been known to all the world when he wrote,

since this was only four or five years after the death of that

emperor.
There is, nevertheless, an exception to this rule, in which

we ought to be contented with possibility and probability.
This is, when a fact, which is otherwise sufficiently at

tested, is opposed by the disagreements and apparently

conflicting statements of other histories ; for in this case it

is sufficient that the explanations which we give of these

contrarieties be possible and probable ; and we should act

against reason were we to demand positive proofs of it,

because the fact itself being sufficiently proved, it is not

just to require that all its circumstances be proved in the

same Avay, otherwise we might doubt a thousand well-

established histories, which we cannot reconcile with others

which are not less so, except by conjectures which it is

impossible to prove positively.

We cannot, for example, reconcile what is related in the

books of the Kings, and in those of the Chronicles, of the

years of the reigns of the different kings of Judah arid

Israel, except by giving to some of these kings two com
mencements of their reign the one during the life, and

the other after the death, of their fathers ;
and if it is

asked what proof AVC have that such a king reigned some

time with his father, it must be confessed that we have no

positive proof of this, but it is enough that it is a very

possible thing, and that it often happened on other occa

sions, to justify us in supposing it as a circumstance to

reconcile histories otherwise very true.

Hence, there is nothing more absurd than the efforts

which have been made by some heretics, in this last age,

to prove that St Peter was never at Rome. They cannot

deny that this truth is attested by all ecclesiastical authors,

and even the most ancient as Papias, St Dennis of Co

rinth, Caius, St Irenaius, Tertullian without being able to
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find any who have denied it
;
and they imagine, neverthe

less, that they can destroy it by conjectures as, for ex

ample, that St Paul has not mentioned St Peter in his

epistles written from Rome. We may reply to them that

St Peter might have been then away from Rome, because

it is not maintained that he was so settled there but that

he might often leave it to go and preach the gospel in other

places. They reply that this is utterly without proof. This

is irrelevant, because the fact which they dispute being one

of the most assured truths of ecclesiastical history, it is for

those who dispute it to show that it is contrary to the

Scripture, and it is for those who maintain it to resolve

these pretended contrarieties as we do those of Scripture

itself, in which we have shown that the possibility suffices.

CHAPTER XIV.

APPLICATION OF THE PRECEDING RULE TO THE BELIEF OF
MIRACLES.

THE rule which has been explained is, without doubt, very

important for the right direction of reason in the belief of

particular facts ; and it must be observed that, in relation

to these, we are in danger of falling into the dangerous
extremes of credulity and scepticism.

There are some, for example, who make it a point of

conscience to question no miracle, because they think they
would be obliged to question all if they question any, and

they persuade themselves that it is enough for them to

know that everything is possible with God, to believe

everything which is told them as the effects of his omni

potence.

Others, on the contrary, foolishly imagine that strength
of mind is displayed in doubting of all miracles, without

having any other reason for doing so, except that some are
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often reported which are not found true, and that they
have no more reason to believe the one than the other.

The disposition of the former is much better than that

of the latter
; but it is true, nevertheless, that the reasoning

of both is equally bad.

Both parties fall back on common places. The first rest

on the power and goodness of God, on certain miracles

Avhich they bring to prove those which are doubtful, and
on the blindness of the libertines, who will believe nothing
but what is proportionate to their reason. All this is very
good in itself, but very feeble when adduced to persuade
us of any miracle in particular, since God does not do all

that he is able to do ; it is no argument that a miracle

happened from what had happened like it on other occa

sions, and we may be very well disposed to believe what
is above reason, without being obliged to believe all that

men choose to relate to us as being above reason.

The last rest on common places of another kind. &quot;

Truth,&quot;

says one of them,
&quot; and error are alike in countenances,

carriage, style, and demeanour we regard them with the

same eye. I have seen the birth of many miracles in my
time. Though they were strangled in their birth, we may
yet foresee the train which they would have had if they
had lived to manhood ;

for it is only to find the end of the

thread, and, wander as far as we may, it is much farther

from nothing to the smallest thing in the world than from

it to the greatest. Now the first who were deluded at the

commencement of the extravagance, when they came to

spread their story, discovered, by the opposition which

they met with, where the difficulty of persuasion lay, and

supplied, without scruple, what was wanting to produce
conviction. Thus particular error first produces public
error ; and in its course afterwards, public error produces

particular error. And thus, also, this fabric of falsehood

is built up in such a way, that the most distant witness

understands the matter better than he who is near, and
the last informed is more thoroughly convinced than the

first.&quot;

This discourse is ingenious, and may be useful to re

strain us from being carried away with all kinds of rumours.

But it would be extravagant to conclude generally from it
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that we ought to suspect all that is said of miracles. For
it is plain that it relates rather to what we know only
through vulgar rumours, without inquiring into their ori

gin ; and, it must he confessed that we have no good
ground to be assured of what we know only in this way.

But who does not see that we may make also a common
place opposed to this which would be, at least, as well

founded ? For as there are some miracles which may be

found to have little truth, ifwe remount to their source, there

are also others which are destroyed in the memory of men,
or which find little credit in their mind, because they will not

take the trouble to inform themselves of them. Our mind
is not subject to one kind of malady alone, it is exposed to

different and conflicting kinds ; there is a foolish simplicity
which believes tilings the least credible ; but there is also

a foolish presumption which condemns, as false, everything
which passes beyond the narrow limits of the mind. We
have often curiosity about trifles and none about important

things. False histories flourish everywhere, and the most
faithful have no circulation.

Few people know the miracle which happened in our

time at Faremoutier, in the person of a nun so blind that

the form of her eye scarcely remained, who recovered her

sight in a moment by touching the relics of St Fara, as I

know from the person who saw her both before and
after.

St Augustine says that there were in his time many
miracles most certain, which were known to few people,
and which, although very remarkable and astonishing, did

not pass from one end of the city to the other. This led

him to describe and relate before the people those which
he had found true ; and he remarks in the Twenty-second
Book of the City of God, that there happened, in the single

city of Hippo, near seventy, within two years after the

building of a chapel in honour of St Stephen, besides many
others which he had not described, which he testifies,

nevertheless, to have bi-en certainly known.
We see, therefore, clearly, that there is nothing less

reasonable than to guide ourselves by common places in

relation to these occurrences, whether in accepting all

miracles, or rejecting all, but that it is necessary to examine
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their particular circumstances, and the faithfulness and

knowledge of the witnesses who relate them.

Piety does not oblige a man of good sense to believe all

the miracles related in the Golden Legend, or in [Simeon]
Metaphrastes, since these authors are full of so many fables

that we have no ground to be assured of anything on their

testimony alone, as Cardinal Bellarmin lias readily con

fessed of the latter.

But I maintain that every man of good sense, though he

has no piety, ought to receive, as true, the miracles which

St Augustine relates in his Confessions, and in the City of

God, as having happened before his eyes, or of which he

testifies himself to have had most minute information from

the persons themselves to whom these things had hap

pened as, for example, of a blind person cured at Milan,
in the presence of all the people, by touching the relics of

St Gervais and St Protais, and of which he says, in the

Twenty-second Book of the City of God, chap. 8,
&quot; Mira-

cnluin fjuod j\Iediolard facttnn est cum illic essemtts, quando
illuminatm est ctvci/s, ad m/dtorum notitiam polait pervenire ;

qitia et grandis est civifas, et ibi ei-al tune iinperatort
el immenso

popalo testc, res gcsta est, concnrrente ad corpora martyrum
Gervasii et Protasii.&quot;

Of a woman cured in Africa by flowers which had

touched the relics of St Stephen, as lie testifies in the same

place.
Of a lady of quality cured of a cancer (which had been

pronounced incurable) by the sign of the cross, which had

been made on it by one newly baptised, according to the

revelation which she had had.

Of an infant, who had died without baptism, being restored

to life by the prayers which his mother had presented to St

Stephen, saying to him with a strong faith, Holy martyr,

restore to me my son. Thou knowest that I only ask his life,
in

order that lie may not be for ever separated from God. That

saint relates this as a thing of which he was quite assured,

in a sermon which he preached to his people on the sub

ject of another very remarkable miracle which had hap

pened in the church at the very time in which he was

preaching, which he describes at length in that part of the

City of God.
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He says that seven brothers and three sisters, of an

honourable family of Cesarea in Cappadocia, having been
cursed by their mother for an injury which they had done

her, God punished them with a disease through which

they were continually, even in sleep, agitated by fearful

trembling all over the body, which was so deformed, that,

not being able to endure the sight of those who knew
them, they had all left their own country to go in different

directions, and that thus one of the brothers, called Paul,
and one of the sisters, called Palladia, had come to Hippo,
and, being noticed by all the city, the cause of their mis

fortune had been learnt from them ; that, the day before

Easter, the brother, praying to God before the gates of the

chapel of St Stephen, fell all at once into a stupor, during
which it was observed that he trembled no longer, and

being, when he awoke, perfectly well, there arose in the

church a great shout from the people, who praised God
for that miracle, and who ran to St Augustine (who was

preparing to say mass), to tell him what had happened.
&quot;After,&quot; says he, &quot;the cries of rejoicing were over, and

the holy scripture had been read, I said little to them on
the festival and on this great subject of rejoicing, because

I wished rather to leave them, not to hear, but to contem

plate the eloquence of God in that divine work. I then

led away with me the brother who had been cured ;
I

made him recount all his history ;
I compelled him to

write it
;
and on the morrow I promised the people that I

would cause him to relate it the day after. Thus, the

third day after Easter, having placed the brother and the

sister on the step of the rood loft, in order that the people

might see in the sister, who still had that fearful trembling,
the malady from which the brother had been delivered by
the goodness of God, I made him read the story of their

history before the people, and let them go. I then began
to preach on this subject (the sermon which is the 323d),
and all at once, while I was still speaking, a great cry of

joy arose from the side of the chapel, and the sister was

brought to me, who (having gone from me into an aisle),

had been perfectly cured in the same way as her brother,

which caused such joy amongst the people that it was

scarcely possible to bear the shout which they made.&quot;
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I wished to relate all the particulars of this miracle, in

order to convince the most incredulous that they would be

guilty of folly in questioning its truth, as well as that of
the many others which this saint relates in the same place.

For, supposing the things to have happened which he re

lates, all reasonable persons must acknowledge the finger
of God in them ; and thus all that would be left to the in

credulous would be to question the testimony of St Augus
tine himself by imagining that he altered the truth, in

order to give authority to the Christian religion in the

minds of the pagans. Now this cannot be said with the

slightest colour of truth.

Firstly, because it is not probable that a wise man
would have attempted to lie about things so public, in

which he would have been convicted of falsehood by a
multitude of witnesses, which would have brought disgrace
on the Christian religion. Secondly, because there never
was any one a greater enemy to falsehood than this saint,

especially in matters of religion, having established through
whole books, not only that it is never permissible to lie,

but that it is an awful crime to do so, under the pretext of

converting men more easily to the faith thereby.
Hence, it must produce excessive astonishment to see

that the heretics of the pi esent time, regarding St Augus
tine as a very intelligent and sincere man, have not con
sidered the manner in which they speak of the invocation

of saints and the veneration of relics as a superstitious

worship derived from idolatry, and tending to the ruin of

all religion ; for it is plain that we take away from him
one of his most solid foundations when we take away from
true miracles the authority which they ought to have in

the confirmation of the truth
; and it is clear that the

authority of these miracles is utterly destroyed when we

say that God works them in return for superstitious and
idolatrous worship. Now this is truly what the heretics

do, in treating, on the one hand, the reverence which the

catholics render to saints and to their relics, as a criminal

superstition ; and not being able to deny, on the other, that

the greatest friends of God, such as was (by their own con

fession) St Augustine, have assured us that God has cured

incurable diseases, opened the eyes of the blind, and re-
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stored the dead to life, as a reward for the devotion of those

who have invoked the saints and reverenced their relics.

Indeed, this consideration alone ought to lead every man
of good sense to acknowledge the falsity of the pretended
reformed religion.

I have enlarged somewhat on this celebrated example,
of the judgment which we ought to make on the truth of

facts, in order that the rule may be employed in similar

occurrences, because we fall into the same error in relation

to them. Each one thinks that it is enough, in order to

decide on them, to make a common place which is often

wholly composed of maxims which, so far from being uni

versally true, are often not even probable, when they
are joined with the particular circumstances of the facts

which \ve examine. It is necessary to unite these circum

stances, and not to separate them, since it often happens
that a fact which is scarcely probable in connection with

a single circumstance, which is commonly a mark of false

hood, must be reckoned certain in connection Avith other

circumstances, and that, on the contrary, a fact which may
appear to us true in connection with a given circumstance

which is commonly a mark of truth, ought to be judged
false in connection with others, which destroy this, as we
shall explain in the following chapter.

CHAPTER XV.

ANOTHER REMARK ON THE SUBJECT OF THE BELIEF OF
EVENTS.

THERE is still another very important remark to be made
on the belief of events. It is, that amongst the circum

stances which we must consider, in order to determine

whether we ought to believe them or not, there are some
which may be called common circumstances, because they
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are such as in the greater number of facts are found far

more often connected with truth than with falsehood ;

and then, if these are not counterbalanced by other parti

cular circumstances, which weaken or destroy in our

minds the motives of belief derived from these common

circumstances, we have reason to believe that these events

are, if not certainly true, at least very probably so, which

is sufficient when we are obliged to judge of them ; for, as

we ought to be contented with moral certainty in things

which are not susceptible of metaphysical certainty, so, also,

when we are not able to obtain complete moral certainty,

the best thing we can do, when we are obliged to take

some side, is to embrace the most probable, since it would

be an outrage on reason to do otherwise.

And if, on the contrary, these common circumstances

are found connected with other particular circumstances,

Avhich destroy in our mind, as we have said, the motives

of belief derived from these common circumstances, either

because they are themselves such that the like are very

rarely accompanied with falsehood, we have then no longer

the same reason to believe that event, but cither our mind

remains in suspense if the particular circumstances only

lessen the weight of the common circumstances, or we are

led to believe that the fact is false, if they are such as are

commonly the marks of falsehood. The following example

may explain this remark.

It is a common circumstance for most deeds to be signed

by two notaries, that is to say, by two public persons who

have generally great interest in not being guilty of false

hood, inasmuch as they have not only their conscience and

their honour, but their fortune and their livelihood, at

stake. This consideration alone is sufficient, if AVC know

no other particulars about a contract, to believe that it is

not ante-dated, not that it may not have been ante-dated,

but because it is certain, that of a thousand contracts

there are nine hundred and ninety-nine which are not

so ;
so that it is incomparably more probable that the

contract which we suspect, is one of the nine hundred and

ninety-nine, than that it is the solitary one among the

thousand which may be found ante-dated. That if the

probity of the notaries who have signed it is perfectly well
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known to me, I may conclude, then, most certainly, that

they have not committed a forgery.
But if to this common circumstance of being signed by

two notaries, which is a sufficient reason, when it is not

opposed by others, for trusting in the date of the contract,
other particular circumstances are added, as that these

notaries were notorious for being without honour and

conscience, and that they might have had considerable

interest in that falsification
; this, though it may not lead

me to conclude that the contract is ante-dated, will, never

theless, diminish the weight which, without this, the sig

nature of the two notaries would have had on my mind
to induce me to believe that it is not so. And if, beyond
this, I am able to discover other positive proofs of this

ante-dating, either by witnesses, or very strong arguments,
such as would be the inability of a man to lend twenty

thousand crowns, from the fact of his not having a

hundred when he engaged to do so, I should then

be determined to believe that there was falsity in the

contract, and it would then be most unreasonable to at

tempt to compel me either to believe that the contract was
not ante-dated, or to confess that I had been wrong in sup

posing that others in which I had not seen the same marks
offalsity were not so, since theymight havebeen like that one.

We may apply all this to subjects which often give rise

to disputes among the doctors. A question arises as to

whether a book has been really written by the author

whose name it has always borne, or whether the acts of a
council are true or suppositious.

It is plain that the presumption is in favour of an author

who has for a long time held possession of a work, and of

the truth of the acts of a council, which we have always
read of, and that the reasons must be considerable which
should induce us to believe the contrary, notwithstanding
that presumption.

Hence, a very able man of our time, having endeavoured
to show that the letter of St Cyprian to Pope Stephen on
the subject of Martin, bishop of Aries, was not written by
that holy martyr, has not been able to convince the learned,
his conjectures not having appeared strong enough to take

away from St Cyprian the piece which has always borne



CHAP. XV.] BELIEF OF EVENTS. 357

his name, which perfectly resembles in style his other
works.

It is in vain, also, that Blondel and Saumaisius, not being
able to reply to the argument derived from the letters of
St Ignatius for the superiority of the bishop over the priests
from the commencement of the church, have endeavoured
to maintain that all these letters are suppositions, as they
have even been printed by Isaac Vossius and Usserius from
an ancient Greek manuscript in the library of Florence,
and they have been refuted by those even of their own
party, since, avowing as they do, that we have the very
letters which were cited by Eusebius, by St Jerome, by
Theodoret and Origen, there is no likelihood of the letters

of St Ignatius having been received by St Polycarp, that

these true letters should have disappeared, and false ones
have supplied their places in the time which elapsed be
tween St Polycarp and Origen, or Eusebius

; besides which,
these letters of St Ignatius which we now have, have a

certain character of holiness and simplicity so in harmony
with those apostolic times, that they vindicate themselves

against all these vain accusations of fabrication and false

hood.

Again, all the difficulties which Cardinal Perron has

proposed against the letter of the council of Africa, touch

ing the appellations of the holy see, have not prevented

any from believing now, as formerly, that it was truly
written by that council.

But there are, nevertheless, other occasions on which
the particular reasons avail against that general reason of

long possession.

Thus, although the letter of St Clement to St James,

bishop of Jerusalem, was translated by Ruffinus, nearly
thirteen centuries ago, and was alleged to have been writ

ten by St Clement by a council of France, more than

twelve centuries ago, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion

that it is suppositions, since that holy bishop of Jerusalem

having suffered martyrdom before St Peter, it is impossible
that St Clement could have written to him after the death

of St Peter, as that letter supposes.

So, again, though the Commentaries on St Paul, attri

buted to St Ambrose, were quoted under his name by a
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vast number of authors, and the imperfect work on St

Matthew under that of St Chrysostom ; every one, never

theless, is convinced now that they were not by these

saints, but by other ancient authors, involved in many errors.

Finally, the acts which we have of the council of Sin-

nessa, under Marcellinus, of the two or three of Rome,
under St Sylvester, and of another at Rome, under Sextus

the Thii d, would be sufficient to convince us of the reality
of these councils if they contained nothing but what was

probable and in harmony with the time at which they
were said to have been held ; but they contain so much that

is unreasonable, that does not agree with those times, that

the probability of their being false and suppositions is great.
Such are some of the remarks which may be made in

relation to these kinds of judgments ; but it must not be

imagined that they will avail to preserve us always from

being deceived. All that they can do, at most, is to enable

us to avoid the more obvious errors, and to accustom the

mind not to allow itself to be carried away by common

places, which, while embodying some general truth, are,

nevertheless, false on many particular occasions, which is

one of the most considerable sources of the errors of men.

CHAPTER XVI.

OF THE JUDGMENT WHICH WE SHOULD MAKE TOUCHING
FUTURE EVENTS.

THE rules which are employed in judging of past events

may easily be applied to those which are future
; for, as

we ought to believe that an event has probably happened
when the circumstances are certain, which we know are

commonly connected with that event, we ought also to be

lieve that it probably will happen when the present cir

cumstances are such as are commonly followed by such an

effect. It is thus that doctors may judge of the good or
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bad termination of diseases captains of the distant events
of a war and that we j udge, in the world, of the greater
part of contingent affairs.

But in relation to events in which we are engaged, and
which we may bring about or prevent to some extent by
our diligence in seeking or avoiding them, the majority
of people fall into an illusion which is the more de

ceptive in proportion as it appears to them more reason
able

; it is, that they regard only the greatness of the re

sult of the advantage which they hope for, or the disad

vantage which they fear, without considering at all the

probability which there is of that advantageous or disad

vantageous event befalling.

Thus, when they apprehend any great evil, as the loss

of their livelihood or their fortune, they think it the part
of prudence to neglect no precaution for preserving these ;

and if it is some great good, as the gain of a hundred
thousand crowns, they think they act wisely in seeking to

obtain it, if the hazard is a small amount, however little

likelihood there may be of success.

It was by a reasoning of this kind that a princess, having
heard that some persons had been crushed by the fall of a

ceiling, would never afterwards enter into a house without

having it previously examined
;
and she was so persuaded

that she acted reasonably in this, that she considered all

who acted otherwise imprudent.
It is this reason also, probably, which induces many

persons to take such troublesome and unnecessary pre
cautions for the preservation of their health. It is this

which renders others distrustful to excess, even in the

smallest things, because, having been sometimes deceived,

they imagine that they will be so in all other things. It

is this which attracts so many to lotteries. Is it not a

most advantageous thing, say they, to gain twenty thou

sand crowns for a single crown ? Each believes that he

is the happy one to whom the prize will fall ;
and no one

reflects, that if there be, for example, twenty thousand

crowns, it will be, perhaps, thirty thousand times more

probable that each individual will lose them, than that he

will gain them.

The defect of this reasoning is, that in order to judge of
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what we ought to do in order to obtain a good and to

avoid an evil, it is necessary to consider, not only the

good and evil in itself, but also the probability of its hap
pening and not happening, and to regard geometrically
the proportion which all these things have, taken together,
which may be illustrated by the following example :

There are certain games in which ten persons lay down
a crown each, and where one only gains the whole, and
all the others lose : thus each of the players has only the

chance of losing a crown, and of gaining nine by it. If

we consider only the gain and loss in themselves, it might

appear that all have the advantage of it
;
but it is necessary

to consider, further, that if each may gain nine crowns,
and there is only the hazard of losing one, it is also nine

times more probable, in relation to each, that he will lose

his crown, and not gain the nine. Thus each has for

himself nine crowns to hope for, one to lose, nine degrees
of probability of losing a crown, and only one of gaining
the nine, which puts the matter on a perfect equality.

All games of this kind are equitable, as far as games
can be, and those which are beyond this proportion are

manifestly unjust ; and hence we may see that there is a

manifest injustice in those kinds of games which are called

lotteries, because the master of the lottery, taking generally
a tenth part of the whole as his perquisite, the whole

body of the players is duped, in the same way as if a man
should play in an equal game, that is to say, one in which
there is as much probability of gain as of loss ten pistoles

against nine. Now, if this is disadvantageous to all the

players, it is also so to each in particular, since it happens
hence that the probability of loss is greater than the pro

bability of gain that the advantage which we hope for

does not surpass the disadvantage to which we are exposed,
which is that of losing what we laid down.

There is sometimes so little appearance of success in a

thing, that, however advantageous it may be, and however
small the stake for obtaining it, it is well not to hazard it.

Thus it would be folly to play twenty sous against twenty
livres, or against a kingdom, on the condition that we
could gain the stake only if an infant arranging at hazard

the letters from a printing-office, should compose all at
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once the first twenty lines of Virgil s ^Eneid, yet,
without thinking of it, there is no moment of our life in

which we do not hazard more than a prince would do, who
^hould risk his kingdom by playing on that condition.

These reflections may appear trifling, and they are so,

indeed, if they stop here, but we may turn them to very

important account ; and the principal use which should be

derived from them is that of making us more reasonable

in our hopes and fears. There are, for example, many
who have an excessive terror when they hear thunder. If

the ihunder leads us to think of Grod and of death, happily
we cannot think too much of it ; but if it is simply the

danger of being killed by the thunder which causes this

excessive apprehension, it is easy to show that this is un
reasonable. For of two thousand persons there is at most

but one killed in this way ; and we may say, indeed, there

is scarcely any violent death which is less common. If,

therefore, the fear of an evil ought to be proportionate, not

only to its magnitude, but also to its probability, as there

is scarcely any kind of death more rare than death from

thunder, there is scarcely anything which ought to occa

sion less fear, seeing, especially, that fear does not at all

help us to avoid it.

Hence it is not only necessary to undeceive those persons
who take extreme and vexatious precautions for the pre
servation of their life and health, by showing them that

these precautions are a much greater evil, than a danger
so remote as that of the accidents which they fear can be ;

but it is necessary, also, to disabuse all who, in their

undertakings, reason in the following way : There is

danger in that business ; therefore, it is bad : there is ad

vantage in this ; therefore, it is good : since it is neither

the danger nor the advantage, but the proportion between

them, of which we are to judge.
It is of the nature of finite things, however great they

may be, to be exceeded by the smallest, if often multi

plied ; or if these smallest things exceed the great in pro

bability, more than the great exceed them in magnitude.
Thus the very smallest gain may exceed the greatest which

can be imagined, if the small is often repeated, or if that

great good is so difficult to secure, that it less exceeds the
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small in magnitude than the small exceeds it in facility of

attainment ; and the same is true of the evils which we
fear, that is to say, that the smallest evil may be more
considerable than the greatest which is not infinite, if it

exceed it in this proportion.
It belongs to infinite things alone, as eternity and salva

tion, that they cannot be equalled by any temporal ad

vantage ; and thus we ought never to place them in the

balance with any of the things of the world. This is why
the smallest degree of facility for the attainment of salva

tion is of higher value than all the blessings of the world

put together ; and why the slightest peril of being lost is

more serious than all temporal evils, considered simply as

evils.

This is enough to lead all reasonable persons to come to

this conclusion, with which we will finish this Logic : that

the greatest of all follies is to employ our time and our life

in anything else but that which will enable us to acquire
one which will never end, since all the blessings and evils

of this life are nothing in comparison with those of another ;

and since the danger of falling into these evils, as well as

the difficulty of acquiring these blessings, is very great.

Those who come to this conclusion, and who follow it

out in the conduct of their life, are wise and prudent,

though they reason ill in all the matters of science ;
and

those who do not come to it, however accurate they may
be in everything beside, are treated of in the Scripture as

foolish and infatuated, and make a bad use of logic, of

reason, and of life.

THE END.

.MURRAT AND (3IBB, PRINTERS, EDINBURGH.
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