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p.5 [13] Two faces are alike; neither is funny by itself, but side by side their likeness makes us
laugh.

[18] An inch or two of cowl can put 25,000 monks up in arms.

[21] If we are too young our judgment is impaired, just as it is if we are too old.
Thinking too little about things or thinking too much both makes us obstinate and

fanatical.

p.6 [23] Vanity of science. Knowledge of physical science will not console me for ignorance of
morality in times of affliction, but knowledge of morality will always console me for ignorance
of physical science.

[26] The power of kings is founded on the reason and the folly of the people, but especially on
their folly. The greatest and most important thing in the world is founded on weakness. This is a
remarkably sure foundation, for nothing is surer than that the people will be weak. Anything
founded on sound reason is very ill-founded, like respect for wisdom.

p.8 [40] How vain painting is, exciting admiration by its resemblance to things of which we do
not admire the originals!

p.26 [104] What a great advantage to be of noble birth, since it gives a man of eighteen the
standing, recognition and respect that another man might not earn before he was fifty. That
means winning thirty years’ start with no effort.

p.28 [110] We know the truth not only through our reason but also through our heart. It is
through the latter that we know first principles, and reason, which has nothing to do with it, tries
in vain to refute them. The sceptics have no other object than that, and they work at it to no
purpose. We know that we are not dreaming, but, howeverver unable we may be to prove it
rationally, our inability proves nothing but the weakness of our reason, and not the uncertainty of
all our knowledge, as they maintain. For knowledge of first principles, like space, time, motion
number, is as solid as any derived through reason, and it is on such knowledge, coming from the
heart and instinct, that reason has to depend and base all its argument. The heart feels that there
are three spatial dimensions and that there is an infinite series of numbers, and reason goes on to
demonstrate that there are no two square numbers of which one is double the other. Principles are



felt, propositions proved, and both with certainty though by different means. It is just as pointless
and absurd for reason to demand proof of first principles from the heart before agreeing to accept
them as it would be absurd for the heart to demand an intuition of all the propositions
demonstrated by reason before agreeing to accept them.

Our inability must therefore serve only to humble reason which would like to be the
judge of everything, but not to confute our certainty. As if reason were the only way we could
learn! Would to God, on the contrary, that we never need it and know everything by instinct and
feeling! But nature has refused us this blessing, and has instead given us only very little
knowledge of this kind; all other knowledge can be acquired only by reasoning.

That is why those to whom God has given religious faith my moving their hearts are very
fortunate, and feel quite legitimately convinced, but to those who do not have it we can only give
such faith through reasoning, until God gives it by moving their heart, without which faith is
only human and useless for salvation.

[111] I can certainly imagine a man without hands, feet, or head, for it is only experience that
teaches us that the head is more necessary than the feet. But I cannot imagine a man without
thought; he would be a stone or an animal.

[112] Instinct and reason, signs of two natures.

p.29 [114] Man’s greatness comes from knowing he is wretched: a tree does not know it is
wretched.

Thus it is wretched to know that one is wretched, but there is greatness in knowing one is
wretched.

p.29-30 [117] Man’s greatness. Man’s greatness is so obvious that it can even be deduced from
his wretchedness, for what is nature in animals we call wretchedness in man, thus recognizing
that, if his nature is today like that of the animals, he must have fallen from some better state
which was once his own.

Who indeed would think himself unhappy not to be king except one who had been
dispossessed? Did anyone think Pailus Emilius was unhappy not be consul? On the contrary,
everyone thought he was happy to have been so once, because the office was not meant to be
permanent. But people thought Perseus so unhappy at finding himself no longer king, because
that was meant to be a permanent office, that they were surprised that he could bear to go on
living. Who would think himself unhappy if he had only one mouth and who would not if he had
only one eye? It has probably never occurred to anyone to be distressed at not having three eyes,
but those who have none are inconsolable.

[118] Man’s greatness even in his concupiscence. He has managed to produce such a remarkable
system from it and make it the image of true charity.



p.31 [122] Greatness and wretchedness. Since wretchedness and greatness can be concluded
each from the other, some people have been more inclined to conclude that man is wretched for
having used his greatness to prove it, while others have all the more cogently concluded he is
great by basing their proof on wretchedness. Everything that could be said by one side as proof
of greatness has only served as an argument for the others to conclude he is wretched, since the
further one falls the more wretched one is, and vice versa. One has followed the other in an
endless circle, for it is certain that as man’s insight increases so he finds both wretched and
greatness within himself. In a word man knows he is wretched. This he is wretched because he is
so, but he is truly great because he knows it.

p.45-6 [148] Second part. Man without faith can know neither true good nor justice.
All men seek happiness. There are no exceptions. However different the means they may

employ, they all strive towards this goal. The reason why some go to war and some do not is the
same desire in both, but interpreted in two different ways. The will never takes the least step
except to that end. This is the motive of every act of every man, including those who go and
hang themselves.

Yet for very many years no one without faith has ever reached the goal at which everyone
is continually aiming. All men complain: princes, subjects, nobles, commoners, old, young,
strong, weak, learned, ignorant, healthy, sick, in every country, at every time, of all ages, adn all
conditions.

A test which has gone on so long, without pause or change, really ought to convince us
that we are incapable of attaining the good by our own efforts. But example teaches us very little.
No two examples are so exactly alike that there is not some subtle difference, and that is what
makes us expect that our expectations will not be disappointed this time as they were last time.
So, while the present never satisfies us, experience deceives us, and leads us on from one
misfortune to another until death comes as the ultimate and eternal climax.

What else does this craving, and this helplessness, proclaim but that there was once in
man a true happiness, of which all that now remains is the empty print and trace? This he tries in
vain to fill with everything around him, seeking in things that are not there the help he cannot
find in those that are, though  none can help, since this infinite abyss can be filled only with an
infinite and immutable object; in other words by God himself.

God alone is man’s true good, and since man abandoned him it is a strange fact that
nothing in nature has been found to take his place: stars, sky, earth, elements, plants, cabbages,
leeks, animals, insects, calves, serpents, fever, plague, war, famine, vice, adultery, incest. Since
losing his true good, man is capable of seeing it in anything, even his own destruction, although
it is so contrary at once to God, to reason and to nature.

Some seek their good in authority, some in intellectual inquiry and knowledge, some in
pleasure.



Others again, who have indeed come closer to it, have found it impossible that this
universal good, desired by all men, should lie in any of the particular objects which can only be
possessed by one individual and which , once shared, cause their possessors more grief over the
part they lack than satisfaction over the part they enjoy as their own. They have realized that the
true good must be such that it may be supposed by all men at once without diminution or envy,
and that no one should be able to lose it against his will. Their reason is that this desire is natural
to man, since all men inevitably feel it, and man cannot be without it, and they therefore
conclude…

p.58-9 [197] There is no better proof of human vanity than to consider the causes and effects of
love, because the whole universe can be changed by it. Cleopatra’s nose.

p.59 [198] When I see the blind and wretched state of man, when I survey the whole universe in
its dumbness and man left to himself with no light, as though lost in  this corner of the universe,
without knowing who put him there, what he has come to do, what will become of him when he
dies, incapable of knowing anything, I am moved to terror, like a man transported in his sleep to
some terrifying desert island, who wakes up quite lost and with no means of escape. Then I
marvel that such a wretched a state does not drive people to despair. I see other people around
me, made like myself. I ask them if they are any better informed than I, and they say they are not.
Then these lost and wretched creatures look around and find some attractive objects to which
they become addicted and attached. For my part I have never been able to form such
attachments, and considering how very likely it is that there exists something besides what I can
see, I have tried to find out whether God has left any traces of himself.

I see a number of religions in conflict, and therefore all false, except one. Each of them
wishes to be believed on its own authority and threatens unbelievers, I do not believe them on
that account. Anyone can say that. Anyone can call himself a prophet, but I see Christianity., and
find its prophecies, which are not something that anyone can do.

p.59-65 [199] Disproportion of man. This is where unaided knowledge brings us. If it is not true,
there is no truth in man, and if it is true, he has good cause to feel humiliated; in either case he is
obligated to humble himself.

And, since he cannot exist without believing this knowledge, before going on to a wider
inquiry concerning nature, I want him to consider nature just once, seriously and at leisure, and
to look at himself as well, and judge whether there is any proportion between himself and nature
by comparing the two.

Let man then contemplate the whole of nature in her full and lofty majesty, let him turn
his gaze away from the lowly objects around him; let him behold the dazzling light set like an
eternal lamp to light up the universe, let him see the earth as a mere speck compared to the vast
orbit described by this star, and let him marvel at finding this vast orbit itself to no more than the
tiniest point compared to that described by the stars revolving in the firmament. But if our eyes



stop there, let our imagination proceed further; it will grow weary of concerning things before
nature tires of producing them. The whole visible world is only an imperceptible dot in nature’s
ample bosom. No idea comes near it; it is no good inflating our conceptions beyond imaginable
space, we only bring forth atoms compared to the reality of things. Nature is an infinite sphere
whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere. In short it is the greatest perceptible
mark of God’s omnipotence that our imagination should lose itself in that thought.

Let man, returning to himself, consider what he is in comparison with what exists; let him
regard himself as alost, and from this little dungeon, in which he find himself lodged, I mean the
universe, let him learn to take the earth, its realms, its cities, its houses and himself at their
proper value.

What is man in the infinite?
But, to offer him another prodigy equally astounding, let him look into the tiniest things

he knows. Let a mite show him in its minute body incomparably more minute parts, legs with
joints, veins in its leg, blood in the veins, humours in the blood, drops in the humours, vapours in
the drops: let him divide these things still further until he has exhausted his powers of
imagination, and let the last thing he comes down to now be the subject of our discourse. He will
perhaps think that this is the ultimate of minuteness in nature.

I want to show him a new abyss. I want to depict to him not only the visible universe, but
all the conceivable immensity of nature enclosed in this miniature atom. Let him see there an
infinity of universes, each with its firmament, its planets, its earth, in the same proportions as in
the visible world, and on the earth animals, and finally mites, in which he will find again the
same results as in the first; and dinding the same thing yet again in the others without end or
respite, he will be lost in such wonders, as astounding in their minuteness as the others in their
amplitude. For who will not marvel that our body, a moment ago imperceptible in a universe,
itself imperceptible in the bosom of the whole, should now be a colossus a world, aor rather a
whole, compared to the nothingness beyond our reach? Anyone who considers himself in this
way will be terrified at himself, and, seeing his mass, as given him by nature, supporting him
between these two abysses of infinity and nothingness, will tremble at these marvels. I believe
that with his curiosity changing into wonder he will be more disposed to contemplate them in
silence than investigate them with presumption.

For, after all, what is man in nature? A nothing compared to the infinite, a whole
compared to the nothing, a middle point between all and nothing, infinitely remote from an
understanding of the extremes; the end of things and their principles are unattainably hidden
from him in impenetrable secrecy.

Equally incapable of seeing the nothingness from which he emerges and the infinity in
which he is engulfed.

What else can he do then, but perceive some semblance of the middle of things, eternally
hopeless of knowing either their principles or their end? All things have come out of nothingness
and are carried onwards to infinity. Who can follow these astonishing processes? The author of
these wonders understands them: no one else can.



Because they failed to contemplate these infinites, men have rashly undertaken to probe
into nature as if there were some proportion between themselves and her.

Strangely enough they wanted to know the principles of things and go on from there to
know everything, inspired by a presumption as infinite as their object. For there can be no doubt
that such a plan could not be conceived without infinite presumption or a capacity as infinite as
that of nature.

When we know better, we understand that, since nature has engraved her own image and
that of her author on all things, they almost all share her double infinity. Thus we see that all the
sciences are infinite in the range of their researches, for who can doubt that mathematics, for
instance, has an infinity of infinities of propositions to expound? They are infinite also in the
multiplicity and subtlety of their principles, for anyone can see that those which are supposed to
be ultimate do not stand by themselves, but depend on others, which depend on others again, and
thus never allow of any finality.

But we treat as ultimate those which seem so to our reason, as in material things we call a
point indivisible when our senses can perceive nothing beyond it, although by its nature it is
infinitely divisible.

Of these two infinites of science, that of greatness is much more obvious, and that is why
it has occurred to few people to claim that they know everything. ‘I am going to speak about
everything,’ Democritus used to say.

But the infinitely small is much harder to see. The philosophers have much more readily
claimed to have reached it, and that is where they have all tripped up. This is the origin of such
familiar titles as Of the principle of things, Of the principle of philosophy, and the like,which are
really as pretentious, though they do not look it, as this blatant one: Of all that can be known.

We naturally believe we are more capable of reaching the centre of things than of
embracing their circumference, and the visible extent of the world is visibly greater than we. But
since we in our turn are greater than small things, we think we are more capable of mastering
them, and yet it takes no less capacity to reach nothingness than the whole, In either case, it takes
an infinite capacity, and it seems to me that anyone who had understood the ultimate principles
of things might also succeed in knowing infinity. One depends on the other, and one leads to the
other. These extremes touch and join by going in opposite directions, and they meet in God and
God alone.

Let us then realize our limitations. We are something and we are not everything. Such
being as we have conceals from us the knowledge of first principles, which arise from
nothingness, and the smallness of our being hides infinity from our sight.

Limited in every respect, we find this intermediate state between two extremes reflected
in all our faculties. Our senses can perceive nothing extreme; too much noise defense us, too
much light dazzles; when we are too far or too close we cannot see properly; an argument is
obscured by being too long or too short; too much truth bewilders us. I know people who cannot
understand that 4 from 0 leaves 0. First principles are too obvious for us; too much pleasure
causes discomfort; too much harmony in music is displeasing; too much kindness annoys us: we



want to be able to pay back the debt with something over. Kindness is welcome to the extent that
it seems the debt can be paid back. When it goes too far gratitude turns into hatred.

We feel neither extreme heat nor extreme cold. Qualities carried to excess are bad for us
and cannot be perceived; we no longer feel them, we suffer them. Excessive youth and excessive
age impair thought; so do too much and too little learning.

In a word, extremes are as if they did not exist for us nor we for them; they escape us or
we escape them.

Such is our true state. That is what makes us incapable of certain knowledge or absolute
knowledge. We are floating in a medium of vast extent, always drifting uncertainly, blown to and
fro; whenever we think we have a fixed point to which we can cling and make fast, it shifts and
leaves us behind; if we follow it, it eludes our grasp, slips away, and flees eternally before us.
Nothing stands still for us. This is our natural state and yet the state most contrary to our
inclination. We burn with desire to find a firm footing, an ultimate, lasting base on which to build
a tower rising up to infinity, but our whole foundation cracks and the earth opens up into the
depth of the abyss.

Let us then seek neither assurance nor stability; our reason is always deceived by the
inconsistency of appearances; nothing can fix the finite between two infinities which enclose and
evade it.

Once that is clearly understood, I think that each of us can stay in the state in which
nature has placed him. Since the middle station allotted to us is always far from the extremes,
what does it matter if someone else has a slightly better understanding of things? If he has, and if
he takes them a little further, is he not still infinitely remote from the goal? Is not our span of life
equally infinitesimal in eternity, even if it is extended by ten years?

In the perspective of these infinites, all finites, are equal and I see no reason to settle our
imagination on one rather than another. Merely comparing ourselves with the finite is painful.

If man studied himself, he would see how incapable he is of going further. How could a
part possibly know the whole? But perhaps he will aspire to know at least the parts to which he
bears some proportion. But the parts of the world are all so related and linked together that I
think it is impossible to know one without the other and without the whole.

There is, for example, a relationship between man and all he knows. He needs space to
contain him, time to exist in, motion to be alive, elements to constitute him, warmth and food for
nourishment, air to breathe. He sees light, he feels bodies, everything in short is related to him.
To understand man therefore one must know why he needs air to live, and to understand air one
must know how it comes to be thus related to the life of man, etc.

Flame cannot exist without air, so , to know one, one must know the other.
Thus, since all things are both caused or causing, assisted and assisting, mediate and

immediate, providing mutual support in a chain linking together naturally and imperceptibly the
most distant and different things, I consider it as impossible to know the parts without knowing
the whole as to know the whole without knowing the individual parts.

The eternity of things in themselves or in God must still amaze our brief span of life.



The fixed and constant immobility of nature, compared to the continual changes going on
in us, must produce the same effect.

And what makes our inability to know things absolute is that they are simple in
themselves, while we are composed of two opposing natures of different kinds, soul and body.
For it is impossible for the part of us which reasons to be anything but spiritual, and even if it
were claimed that we are simply corporeal, that would still more preclude us from knowing
things, since there is nothing so inconceivable as the idea that matter knows itself. We cannot
possibly know how it could know itself.

Thus, if we are simply material, we can know nothing at all, and, if we are composed of
mind and matter, we cannot have perfect knowledge of things which are simply spiritual or
corporeal.

That is why all philosophers confuse their ideas of things, and speak spiritually of
corporeal things and corporeally of spiritual ones, for they boldly assert that bodies tend to fall,
that they aspire towards their centre, that they flee from destruction, that they fear a void, that
they have inclinations, sympathies, antipathies, all things pertaining only to things spiritual. And
when they speak of minds, they consider them as being in a place, and attribute to them
movement from one place to another, which are things pertaining only to bodies.

Instead of receiving ideas of these things in their purity, we colour them with our qualities
and stamp our own composite being on all the simple things we contemplate.

Who would not think, to see us compounding everything of mind and matter, that such a
mixture is perfectly intelligible to us? Yet this is the thing we understand least; man is to himself
the greatest prodigy in nature, for he cannot conceive what body is, and still less what mind is,
and least of all how a body can be joined to a mind. This is his supreme difficulty, and yet it is
his very being. The way in which minds are attached to bodies is beyond man’s understanding,
and yet this is what man is.

Finally to complete the proof of our weakness, I shall end with these two
considerations…


