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this m
ethod to any particular m

atter, to apply it to the difficulties of
the other sciences, w

ith not less success than to those of algebra. I
should not, how

ever, on this account have ventured at once on the
exam

ination of all the difficulties of the sciences w
hich presented

them
selves to m

e, for this w
ould have been contrary to the order

prescribed in the m
ethod, but observing that the know

ledge of such
is dependent on principles borrow

ed from
 philosophy, in w

hich I
found nothing certain, I thought it necessary first of all to endeavor
to establish its principles. A

nd because I observed, besides, that an
inquiry of this kind w

as of all others of the greatest m
om

ent, and
one in w

hich precipitancy and anticipation in judgm
ent w

ere m
ost

to be dreaded, I thought that I ought not to approach it till I had
reached a m

ore m
ature age (being at that tim

e but tw
enty-three),

and had first of all em
ployed m

uch of m
y tim

e in preparation for
the w

ork, as w
ell by eradicating from

 m
y m

ind all the erroneous
opinions I had up to that m

om
ent accepted, as by am

assing variety
of experience to afford m

aterials for m
y reasonings, and by contin-

ually exercising m
yself in m

y chosen m
ethod w

ith a view
 to in-

creased skill in its application.

15

I w
ill not hesitate, how

ever, to avow
 m

y belief that it has been
m

y singular good fortune to have very early in life fallen in w
ith

certain tracks w
hich have conducted m

e to considerations and
m

axim
s, of w

hich I have form
ed a m

ethod that gives m
e the

m
eans, as I think, of gradually augm

enting m
y know

ledge, and of
raising it by little and little to the highest point w

hich the m
edi-

ocrity of m
y talents and the brief duration of m

y life w
ill perm

it m
e

to reach. For I have already reaped from
 it such fruits that, al-

though I have been accustom
ed to think low

ly enough of m
yself,

and although w
hen I look w

ith the eye of a philosopher at the var-
ied courses and pursuits of m

ankind at large, I find scarcely one
w

hich does not appear in vain and useless, I nevertheless derive the
highest satisfaction from

 the progress I conceive m
yself to have al-

ready m
ade in the search after truth, and cannot help entertaining

such expectations of the future as to believe that if, am
ong the oc-

cupations of m
en as m

en, there is any one really excellent and im
-

portant, it is that w
hich I have chosen.

A
fter all, it is possible I m

ay be m
istaken; and it is but a little

copper and glass, perhaps, that I take for gold and diam
onds. I

know
 how

 very liable w
e are to delusion in w

hat relates to our-
selves, and also how

 m
uch the judgm

ents of our friends are to be
suspected w

hen given in our favor. But I shall endeavor in this dis-
course to describe the paths I have follow

ed, and to delineate m
y

life as in a picture, in order that each one m
ay also be able to judge

of them
 for him

self, and that in the general opinion entertained of
them

, as gathered from
 current report, I m

yself m
ay have a new

help tow
ards instruction to be added to those I have been in the

habit of em
ploying.

M
y present design, then, is not to teach the m

ethod w
hich each

ought to follow
 for the right conduct of his reason, but solely to de-

scribe the w
ay in w

hich I have endeavored to conduct m
y ow

n.
They w

ho set them
selves to give precepts m

ust of course regard
them

selves as possessed of greater skill than those to w
hom

 they
prescribe; and if they err in the slightest particular, they subject
them

selves to censure. But as this tract is put forth m
erely as a his-

tory, or, if you w
ill, as a tale, in w

hich, am
id som

e exam
ples w

or-
thy of im

itation, there w
ill be found, perhaps, as m

any m
ore w

hich
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t p
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 d
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 d
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relation of antecedence and sequence.
A

t the LA
ST, in every case to m

ake enum
erations so com

plete,
and review

s so general, that I m
ight be assured that nothing w

as
om

itted.
The long chains of sim

ple and easy reasonings by m
eans of

w
hich geom

eters are accustom
ed to reach the conclusions of their

m
ost difficult dem

onstrations, had led m
e to im

agine that all
things, to the know

ledge of w
hich m

an is com
petent, are m

utually
connected in the sam

e w
ay, and that there is nothing so far re-

m
oved from

 us as to be beyond our reach, or so hidden that w
e

cannot discover it, provided only w
e abstain from

 accepting the
false for the true, and alw

ays preserve in our thoughts the order
necessary for the deduction of one truth from

 another. A
nd I had

little difficulty in determ
ining the objects w

ith w
hich it w

as neces-
sary to com

m
ence, for I w

as already persuaded that it m
ust be w

ith
the sim

plest and easiest to know, and, considering that of all those
w

ho have hitherto sought truth in the sciences, the m
athem

aticians
alone have been able to find any dem

onstrations, that is, any cer-
tain and evident reasons, I did not doubt but that such m

ust have
been the rule of their investigations. I resolved to com

m
ence,

therefore, w
ith the exam

ination of the sim
plest objects, not antici-

pating, how
ever, from

 this any other advantage than that to be
found in accustom

ing m
y m

ind to the love and nourishm
ent of

truth, and to a distaste for all such reasonings as w
ere unsound. But

I had no intention on that account of attem
pting to m

aster all the
particular sciences com

m
only denom

inated m
athem

atics: but ob-
serving that, how

ever different their objects, they all agree in con-
sidering only the various relations or proportions subsisting am

ong
those objects, I thought it best for m

y purpose to consider these
proportions in the m

ost general form
 possible, w

ithout referring
them

 to any objects in particular, except such as w
ould m

ost facili-
tate the know

ledge of them
, and w

ithout by any m
eans restricting

them
 to these, that afterw

ards I m
ight thus be the better able to ap-

ply them
 to every other class of objects to w

hich they are legiti-
m

ately applicable. Perceiving further, that in order to understand
these relations I should som

etim
es have to consider them

 one by
one and som

etim
es only to bear them

 in m
ind, or em

brace them
 in

13

gratify the inquisitive, as w
ell as further all the arts an lessen the

labour of m
an; that num

erous highly useful precepts and exhorta-
tions to virtue are contained in treatises on m

orals; that theology
points out the path to heaven; that philosophy affords the m

eans of
discoursing w

ith an appearance of truth on all m
atters, and com

-
m

ands the adm
iration of the m

ore sim
ple; that jurisprudence,

m
edicine, and the other sciences, secure for their cultivators honors

and riches; and, in fine, that it is useful to bestow
 som

e attention
upon all, even upon those abounding the m

ost in superstition and
error, that w

e m
ay be in a position to determ

ine their real value,
and guard against being deceived.

But I believed that I had already given sufficient tim
e to lan-

guages, and likew
ise to the reading of the w

ritings of the ancients,
to their histories and fables. For to hold converse w

ith those of
other ages and to travel, are alm

ost the sam
e thing. It is useful to

know
 som

ething of the m
anners of different nations, that w

e m
ay

be enabled to form
 a m

ore correct judgm
ent regarding our ow

n,
and be prevented from

 thinking that everything contrary to our cus-
tom

s is ridiculous and irrational, a conclusion usually com
e to by

those w
hose experience has been lim

ited to their ow
n country. O

n
the other hand, w

hen too m
uch tim

e is occupied in traveling, w
e

becom
e strangers to our native country; and the over curious in the

custom
s of the past are generally ignorant of those of the present.

Besides, fictitious narratives lead us to im
agine the possibility of

m
any events that are im

possible; and even the m
ost faithful histo-

ries, if they do not w
holly m

isrepresent m
atters, or exaggerate their

im
portance to render the account of them

 m
ore w

orthy of perusal,
om

it, at least, alm
ost alw

ays the m
eanest and least striking of the

attendant circum
stances; hence it happens that the rem

ainder does
not represent the truth, and that such as regulate their conduct by
exam

ples draw
n from

 this source, are apt to fall into the extrava-
gances of the knight-errants of rom

ance, and to entertain projects
that exceed their pow

ers.
I esteem

ed eloquence highly, and w
as in raptures w

ith poesy; but
I thought that both w

ere gifts of nature rather than fruits of study.
Those in w

hom
 the faculty of reason is predom

inant, and w
ho m

ost
skillfully dispose their thoughts w

ith a view
 to render them

 clear
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 c
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 s
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been m
aintained by som

e on of the philosophers; and afterw
ards in

the course of m
y travels I rem

arked that all those w
hose opinions

are decidedly repugnant to ours are not in that account barbarians
and savages, but on the contrary that m

any of these nations m
ake

an equally good, if not better, use of their reason than w
e do. I took

into account also the very different character w
hich a person

brought up from
 infancy in France or G

erm
any exhibits, from

 that
w

hich, w
ith the sam

e m
ind originally, this individual w

ould have
possessed had he lived alw

ays am
ong the Chinese or w

ith savages,
and the circum

stance that in dress itself the fashion w
hich pleased

us ten years ago, and w
hich m

ay again, perhaps, be received into
favor before ten years have gone, appears to us at this m

om
ent ex-

travagant and ridiculous. I w
as thus led to infer that the ground of

our opinions is far m
ore custom

 and exam
ple than any certain

know
ledge. A

nd, finally, although such be the ground of our opin-
ions, I rem

arked that a plurality of suffrages is no guarantee of
truth w

here it is at all of difficult discovery, as in such cases it is
m

uch m
ore likely that it w

ill be found by one than by m
any. I

could, how
ever, select from

 the crow
d no one w

hose opinions
seem

ed w
orthy of preference, and thus I found m

yself constrained,
as it w

ere, to use m
y ow

n reason in the conduct of m
y life.

But like one w
alking alone and in the dark, I resolved to proceed

so slow
ly and w

ith such circum
spection, that if I did not advance

far, I w
ould at least guard against falling. I did not even choose to

dism
iss sum

m
arily any of the opinions that had crept into m

y be-
lief w

ithout having been introduced by reason, but first of all took
sufficient tim

e carefully to satisfy m
yself of the general nature of

the task I w
as setting m

yself, and ascertain the true m
ethod by

w
hich to arrive at the know

ledge of w
hatever lay w

ithin the com
-

pass of m
y pow

ers.
A

m
ong the branches of philosophy, I had, at an earlier period,

given som
e attention to logic, and am

ong those of the m
athem

atics
to geom

etrical analysis and algebra,--three arts or sciences w
hich

ought, as I conceived, to contribute som
ething to m

y design. But,
on exam

ination, I found that, as for logic, its syllogism
s and the

m
ajority of its other precepts are of avail--rather in the com

m
uni-

cation of w
hat w

e already know, or even as the art of Lully, in

11

ples from
 philosophy, I judged that no solid superstructures could

be reared on foundations so infirm
; and neither the honor nor the

gain held out by them
 w

as sufficient to determ
ine m

e to their culti-
vation: for I w

as not, thank H
eaven, in a condition w

hich com
-

pelled m
e to m

ake m
erchandise of science for the bettering of m

y
fortune; and though I m

ight not profess to scorn glory as a cynic, I
yet m

ade very slight account of that honor w
hich I hoped to ac-

quire only through fictitious titles. A
nd, in fine, of false sciences I

thought I knew
 the w

orth sufficiently to escape being deceived by
the professions of an alchem

ist, the predictions of an astrologer, the
im

postures of a m
agician, or by the artifices and boasting of any of

those w
ho profess to know

 things of w
hich they are ignorant.

For these reasons, as soon as m
y age perm

itted m
e to pass from

under the control of m
y instructors, I entirely abandoned the study

of letters, and resolved no longer to seek any other science than the
know

ledge of m
yself, or of the great book of the w

orld. I spent the
rem

ainder of m
y youth in traveling, in visiting courts and arm

ies,
in holding intercourse w

ith m
en of different dispositions and ranks,

in collecting varied experience, in proving m
yself in the different

situations into w
hich fortune threw

 m
e, and, above all, in m

aking
such reflection on the m

atter of m
y experience as to secure m

y im
-

provem
ent. For it occurred to m

e that I should find m
uch m

ore
truth in the reasonings of each individual w

ith reference to the af-
fairs in w

hich he is personally interested, and the issue of w
hich

m
ust presently punish him

 if he has judged am
iss, than in those

conducted by a m
an of letters in his study, regarding speculative

m
atters that are of no practical m

om
ent, and follow

ed by no conse-
quences to him

self, farther, perhaps, than that they foster his vanity
the better the m

ore rem
ote they are from

 com
m

on sense; requiring,
as they m

ust in this case, the exercise of greater ingenuity and art
to render them

 probable. In addition, I had alw
ays a m

ost earnest
desire to know

 how
 to distinguish the true from

 the false, in order
that I m

ight be able clearly to discrim
inate the right path in life,

and proceed in it w
ith confidence.

It is true that, w
hile busied only in considering the m

anners of
other m

en, I found here, too, scarce any ground for settled convic-
tion, and rem

arked hardly less contradiction am
ong them

 than in
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It is true, how
ever, that it is not custom

ary to pull dow
n all the

houses of a tow
n w

ith the single design of rebuilding them
 differ-

ently, and thereby rendering the streets m
ore handsom

e; but it often
happens that a private individual takes dow

n his ow
n w

ith the view
of erecting it anew, and that people are even som

etim
es constrained

to this w
hen their houses are in danger of falling from

 age, or w
hen

the foundations are insecure. W
ith this before m

e by w
ay of exam

-
ple, I w

as persuaded that it w
ould indeed be preposterous for a pri-

vate individual to think of reform
ing a state by fundam

entally
changing it throughout, and overturning it in order to set it up
am

ended; and the sam
e I thought w

as true of any sim
ilar project

for reform
ing the body of the sciences, or the order of teaching

them
 established in the schools: but as for the opinions w

hich up to
that tim

e I had em
braced, I thought that I could not do better than

resolve at once to sw
eep them

 w
holly aw

ay, that I m
ight afterw

ards
be in a position to adm

it either others m
ore correct, or even per-

haps the sam
e w

hen they had undergone the scrutiny of reason. I
firm

ly believed that in this w
ay I should m

uch better succeed in the
conduct of m

y life, than if I built only upon old foundations, and
leaned upon principles w

hich, in m
y youth, I had taken upon trust.

For although I recognized various difficulties in this undertaking,
these w

ere not, how
ever, w

ithout rem
edy, nor once to be com

pared
w

ith such as attend the slightest reform
ation in public affairs.

Large bodies, if once overthrow
n, are w

ith great difficulty set up
again, or even kept erect w

hen once seriously shaken, and the fall
of such is alw

ays disastrous. Then if there are any im
perfections in

the constitutions of states (and that m
any such exist the diversity of

constitutions is alone sufficient to assure us), custom
 has w

ithout
doubt m

aterially sm
oothed their inconveniences, and has even

m
anaged to steer altogether clear of, or insensibly corrected a num

-
ber w

hich sagacity could not have provided against w
ith equal ef-

fect; and, in fine, the defects are alm
ost alw

ays m
ore tolerable than

the change necessary for their rem
oval; in the sam

e m
anner that

highw
ays w

hich w
ind am

ong m
ountains, by being m

uch fre-
quented, becom

e gradually so sm
ooth and com

m
odious, that it is

m
uch better to follow

 them
 than to seek a straighter path by clim

b-
ing over the tops of rocks and descending to the bottom

s of
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the latter, yet w
hen one observes their indiscrim

inate juxtaposition,
there a large one and here a sm

all, and the consequent crookedness
and irregularity of the streets, one is disposed to allege that chance
rather than any hum

an w
ill guided by reason m

ust have led to such
an arrangem

ent. A
nd if w

e consider that nevertheless there have
been at all tim

es certain officers w
hose duty it w

as to see that pri-
vate buildings contributed to public ornam

ent, the difficulty of
reaching high perfection w

ith but the m
aterials of others to operate

on, w
ill be readily acknow

ledged. In the sam
e w

ay I fancied that
those nations w

hich, starting from
 a sem

i-barbarous state and ad-
vancing to civilization by slow

 degrees, have had their law
s suc-

cessively determ
ined, and, as it w

ere, forced upon them
 sim

ply by
experience of the hurtfulness of particular crim

es and disputes,
w

ould by this process com
e to be possessed of less perfect institu-

tions than those w
hich, from

 the com
m

encem
ent of their associa-

tion as com
m

unities, have follow
ed the appointm

ents of som
e w

ise
legislator. It is thus quite certain that the constitution of the true re-
ligion, the ordinances of w

hich are derived from
 G

od, m
ust be in-

com
parably superior to that of every other. A

nd, to speak of hum
an

affairs, I believe that the pre-em
inence of Sparta w

as due not to the
goodness of each of its law

s in particular, for m
any of these w

ere
very strange, and even opposed to good m

orals, but to the circum
-

stance that, originated by a single individual, they all tended to a
single end. In the sam

e w
ay I thought that the sciences contained in

books (such of them
 at least as are m

ade up of probable reason-
ings, w

ithout dem
onstrations), com

posed as they are of the opin-
ions of m

any different individuals m
assed together, are farther re-

m
oved from

 truth than the sim
ple inferences w

hich a m
an of good

sense using his natural and unprejudiced judgm
ent draw

s respect-
ing the m

atters of his experience. A
nd because w

e have all to pass
through a state of infancy to m

anhood, and have been of necessity,
for a length of tim

e, governed by our desires and preceptors
(w

hose dictates w
ere frequently conflicting, w

hile neither perhaps
alw

ays counseled us for the best), I farther concluded that it is al-
m

ost im
possible that our judgm

ents can be so correct or solid as
they w

ould have been, had our reason been m
ature from

 the m
o-

m
ent of our birth, and had w

e alw
ays been guided by it alone.
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