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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 

Those who have taken upon them to lay down the law of nature as a thing already 

searched out and understood, whether they have spoken in simple assurance or 

professional affectation, have therein done philosophy and the sciences great injury. For 

as they have been successful in inducing belief, so they have been effective in quenching 

and stopping inquiry; and have done more harm by spoiling and putting an end to other 

men’s efforts than good by their own. Those on the other hand who have taken a contrary 

course, and asserted that absolutely nothing can be known — whether it were from hatred 

of the ancient sophists, or from uncertainty and fluctuation of mind, or even from a kind 

of fullness of learning, that they fell upon this opinion — have certainly advanced 

reasons for it that are not to be despised; but yet they have neither started from true 

principles nor rested in the just conclusion, zeal and affectation having carried them much 

too far. The more ancient of the Greeks (whose writings are lost) took up with better 

judgment a position between these two extremes — between the presumption of 

pronouncing on everything, and the despair of comprehending anything; and though 

frequently and bitterly complaining of the difficulty of inquiry and the obscurity of 

things, and like impatient horses champing at the bit, they did not the less follow up their 

object and engage with nature, thinking (it seems) that this very question — viz., whether 

or not anything can be known — was to be settled not by arguing, but by trying. And yet 

they too, trusting entirely to the force of their understanding, applied no rule, but made 

everything turn upon hard thinking and perpetual working and exercise of the mind. 

Now my method, though hard to practice, is easy to explain; and it is this. I propose to 

establish progressive stages of certainty. The evidence of the sense, helped and guarded 

by a certain process of correction, I retain. But the mental operation which follows the act 

of sense I for the most part reject; and instead of it I open and lay out a new and certain 

path for the mind to proceed in, starting directly from the simple sensuous perception. 

The necessity of this was felt, no doubt, by those who attributed so much importance to 

logic, showing thereby that they were in search of helps for the understanding, and had 

no confidence in the native and spontaneous process of the mind. But this remedy comes 

too late to do any good, when the mind is already, through the daily intercourse and 

conversation of life, occupied with unsound doctrines and beset on all sides by vain 

imaginations. And therefore that art of logic, coming (as I said) too late to the rescue, and 

no way able to set matters right again, has had the effect of fixing errors rather than 

disclosing truth. There remains but one course for the recovery of a sound and healthy 

condition — namely, that the entire work of the understanding be commenced afresh, and 
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the mind itself be from the very outset not left to take its own course, but guided at every 

step; and the business be done as if by machinery. Certainly if in things mechanical men 

had set to work with their naked hands, without help or force of instruments, just as in 

things intellectual they have set to work with little else than the naked forces of the 

understanding, very small would the matters have been which, even with their best efforts 

applied in conjunction, they could have attempted or accomplished. Now (to pause a 

while upon this example and look in it as in a glass) let us suppose that some vast obelisk 

were (for the decoration of a triumph or some such magnificence) to be removed from its 

place, and that men should set to work upon it with their naked hands, would not any 

sober spectator think them mad? And if they should then send for more people, thinking 

that in that way they might manage it, would he not think them all the madder? And if 

they then proceeded to make a selection, putting away the weaker hands, and using only 

the strong and vigorous, would he not think them madder than ever? And if lastly, not 

content with this, they resolved to call in aid the art of athletics, and required all their 

men to come with hands, arms, and sinews well anointed and medicated according to the 

rules of the art, would he not cry out that they were only taking pains to show a kind of 

method and discretion in their madness? Yet just so it is that men proceed in matters 

intellectual — with just the same kind of mad effort and useless combination of forces — 

when they hope great things either from the number and cooperation or from the 

excellency and acuteness of individual wits; yea, and when they endeavor by logic 

(which may be considered as a kind of athletic art) to strengthen the sinews of the 

understanding, and yet with all this study and endeavor it is apparent to any true 

judgment that they are but applying the naked intellect all the time; whereas in every 

great work to be done by the hand of man it is manifestly impossible, without instruments 

and machinery, either for the strength of each to be exerted or the strength of all to be 

united. 

APHORISMS 

[BOOK ONE] 

XLVIII 

The human understanding is unquiet; it cannot stop or rest, and still presses onward, but 

in vain. Therefore it is that we cannot conceive of any end or limit to the world, but 

always as of necessity it occurs to us that there is something beyond. Neither, again, can 

it be conceived how eternity has flowed down to the present day, for that distinction 

which is commonly received of infinity in time past and in time to come can by no means 

hold; for it would thence follow that one infinity is greater than another, and that infinity 

is wasting away and tending to become finite. The like subtlety arises touching the 

infinite divisibility of lines, from the same inability of thought to stop. But this inability 

interferes more mischievously in the discovery of causes; for although the most general 

principles in nature ought to be held merely positive, as they are discovered, and cannot 

with truth be referred to a cause, nevertheless the human understanding being unable to 

rest still seeks something prior in the order of nature. And then it is that in struggling 

toward that which is further off it falls back upon that which is nearer at hand, namely, on 
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final causes, which have relation clearly to the nature of man rather than to the nature of 

the universe; and from this source have strangely defiled philosophy. But he is no less an 

unskilled and shallow philosopher who seeks causes of that which is most general, than 

he who in things subordinate and subaltern omits to do so. 

LI 

The human understanding is of its own nature prone to abstractions and gives a substance 

and reality to things which are fleeting. But to resolve nature into abstractions is less to 

our purpose than to dissect her into parts; as did the school of Democritus, which went 

further into nature than the rest. Matter rather than forms should be the object of our 

attention, its configurations and changes of configuration, and simple action, and law of 

action or motion; for forms are figments of the human mind, unless you will call those 

laws of action forms. 

[BOOK TWO] 

II 

In what an ill condition human knowledge is at the present time is apparent even from the 

commonly received maxims. It is a correct position that “true knowledge is knowledge by 

causes.” And causes again are not improperly distributed into four kinds: the material, the 

formal, the efficient, and the final. But of these the final cause rather corrupts than 

advances the sciences, except such as have to do with human action. The discovery of the 

formal is despaired of. The efficient and the material (as they are investigated and 

received, that is, as remote causes, without reference to the latent process leading to the 

form) are but slight and superficial, and contribute little, if anything, to true and active 

science. Nor have I forgotten that in a former passage I noted and corrected as an error of 

the human mind the opinion that forms give existence. For though in nature nothing 

really exists besides individual bodies, performing pure individual acts according to a 

fixed law, yet in philosophy this very law, and the investigation, discovery, and 

explanation of it, is the foundation as well of knowledge as of operation. And it is this 

law with its clauses that I mean when I speak of forms, a name which I the rather adopt 

because it has grown into use and become familiar. 

CXXIX 

…Further, it will not be amiss to distinguish the three kinds and, as it were, grades of 

ambition in mankind. The first is of those who desire to extend their own power in their 

native country, a vulgar and degenerate kind. The second is of those who labor to extend 

the power and dominion of their country among men. This certainly has more dignity, 

though not less covetousness. But if a man endeavor to establish and extend the power 

and dominion of the human race itself over the universe, his ambition (if ambition it can 

be called) is without doubt both a more wholesome and a more noble thing than the other 

two. Now the empire of man over things depends wholly on the arts and sciences. For we 

cannot command nature except by obeying her…. 


