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 To pass now to the matters canvassed in the following essay.  The whole scope of 

the essay is to recommend culture as the great help out of our present difficulties; culture 

being a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which 

most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the world, and, through this 

knowledge, turning a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits, 

which we now follow staunchly but mechanically, vainly imagining that there is a virtue in 

following them staunchly which makes up for the mischief of following them mechanically.  

This, and this alone, is the scope of the following essay.  I say again here, what I have said in 

the pages which follow, that from the faults and weaknesses of bookmen a notion of 

something bookish, pedantic, and futile has got itself more or less connected with the word 

culture, and that it is a pity we cannot use a word more perfectly free from all shadow of 

reproach.  And yet, futile as are many bookmen, and helpless as books and reading often 

prove for bringing nearer to perfection those who use them, one must, I think, be struck 

more and more, the longer one lives, to find how much, in our present society, a man's life of 

each day depends for its solidity and value on whether he reads during that day, and, far 

more still, on what he reads during it.  More and more he who examines himself will find the 

difference it makes to him, at the end of any given day, whether or no he has pursued his 

avocations throughout it without reading at all; and whether or no, having read something, 

he has read the newspapers only.  This, however, is a matter for each man's private 

conscience and experience.  If a man without books or reading, or reading nothing but his 

letters and the newspapers, gets nevertheless a fresh and free play of the best thoughts upon 

his stock notions and habits, he has got culture.  He has got that for which we prize and 

recommend culture; he has got that which at the present moment we seek culture that it may 

give us. This inward operation is the very life and essence of culture, as we conceive it.  









FRANZ KAFKA A hunger artist

DURING
these last decades the interest in professional fasting has

markedly diminished. It used to pay very well to stage such great

performances under one's own management, but today that is quite im-

possible. We live in a different world now. At one time the whole town
took a lively interest in the hunger artist; from day to day of his fast the

excitement mounted; everybody wanted to see him at least once a day;
there were people who bought season tickets for the last few days and sat

from morning till night in front of his small barred cage; even in the night-
time there were visiting hours, when the whole effect was heightened by
torch flares; on fine days the cage was set out in the open air, and then it

was the children's special treat to see the hunger artist; for their elders he
was often just a joke that happened to be in fashion, but the children

stood open-mouthed, holding each other's hands for greater security,

marveling at him as he sat there pallid in black tights, with his ribs sticking
out so prominently, not even on a seat but down among straw on the

ground, sometimes giving a courteous nod, answering questions with a

constrained smile, or perhaps stretching an arm through the bars so that

one might feel how thin it was, and then again withdrawing deep into

himself, paying no attention to anyone or anything, not even to the all-

important striking of the clock that was the only piece of furniture in his

cage, but merely staring into vacancy with half-shut eyes, now and then

taking a sip from a tiny glass of water to moisten his lips.

Besides casual onlookers there were also relays of permanent watchers

selected by the public, usually butchers, strangely enough, and it was their

task to watch the hunger artist day and night, three of them at a time, in

case he should have some secret recourse to nourishment. This was nothing
but a formality, instituted to reassure the masses, for the initiates knew
well enough that during his fast the artist would never in any circum-

stances, not even under forcible compulsion, swallow the smallest morsel

of food; the honor of his profession forbade it. Not every watcher, of course,

was capable of understanding this, there were often groups of night
watchers who were very lax in carrying out their duties and deliberately
huddled together in a retired corner to play cards with great absorption,

obviously intending to give the hunger artist the chance of a little refresh-

Reprinted from The Penal Colony, by Franz Kafka. Translated by Willa and Edwin
Muir. Copyright 1948 by Schocken Books.
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ment, which they supposed he could draw from some private hoard.

Nothing annoyed the artist more than such watchers; they made him

miserable; they made his fast seem unendurable; sometimes he mastered

his feebleness sufficiently to sing during their watch for as long as he could

keep going, to show them how unjust their suspicions were. But that was of

little use; they only wondered at his cleverness in being able to fill his

mouth even while singing. Much more to his taste were the watchers who
sat close up to the bars, who were not content with the dim night lighting
of the hall but focused him in the full glare of the electric pocket torch

given them by the impresario. The harsh light did not trouble him at all, in

any case he could never sleep properly, and he could always drowse a

little, whatever the light, at any hour, even when the hall was thronged
with noisy onlookers. He was quite happy at the prospect of spending a

sleepless night with such watchers; he was ready to exchange jokes with

them, to tell them stories out of his nomadic life, anything at all to keep
them awake and demonstrate to them again that he had no eatables in his

cage and that he was fasting as not one of them could fast. But his happiest
moment was when the morning came and an enormous breakfast was

brought them, at his expense, on which they flung themselves with the

keen appetite of healthy men after a weary night of wakefulness. Of course

there were people who argued that this breakfast was an unfair attempt
to bribe the watchers, but that was going rather too far, and when they
were invited to take on a night's vigil without a breakfast, merely for the

sake of the cause, they made themselves scarce, although they stuck stub-

bornly to their suspicions.
Such suspicions, anyhow, were a necessary accompaniment to the pro-

fession of fasting. No one could possibly watch the hunger artist con-

tinuously, day and night, and so no one could produce first-hand evidence

that the fast had really been rigorous and continuous; only the artist him-
self could know that, he was therefore bound to be the sole completely
satisfied spectator of his own fast. Yet for other reasons he was never

satisfied; it was not perhaps mere fasting that had brought him to such
skeleton thinness that many people had regretfully to keep away from his

exhibitions, because the sight of him was too much for them, perhaps it was
dissatisfaction with himself that had worn him down. For he alone knew,
what no other initiate knew, how easy it was to fast. It was the easiest thing
in the world. He made no secret of this, yet people did not believe him,
at the best they set him down as modest, most of them, however, thought
he was out for publicity or else was some kind of cheat who found it easy
to fast because he had discovered a way of making it easy, and then had
the impudence to admit the fact, more or less. He had to put up with all
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that, and in the course of time had got used to it, but his inner dissatisfac-

tion always rankled, and never yet, after any term of fastingthis must be

granted to his credit had he left the cage of his own free will. The longest

period of fasting was fixed by his impresario at forty days, beyond that

term he was not allowed to go, not even in great cities, and there was good
reason for it, too. Experience had proved that for about forty days the

interest of the public could be stimulated by a steadily increasing pressure
of advertisement, but after that the town began to lose interest, sympathetic
support began notably to fall off; there were of course local variations as

between one town and another or one country and another, but as a general
rule forty days marked the limit. So on the fortieth day the flower-bedecked

cage was opened, enthusiastic spectators filled the hall, a military band

played, two doctors entered the cage to measure the results of the fast,

which were announced through a megaphone, and finally two young
ladies appeared, blissful at having been selected for the honor, to help the

hunger artist down the few steps leading to a small table on which was

spread a carefully chosen invalid repast. And at this very moment the

artist always turned stubborn. True, he would entrust his bony arms to the

outstretched helping hands of the ladies bending over him, but stand up
he would not. Why stop fasting at this particular moment, after forty days
of it? He had held out for a long time, an illimitably long time; why stop

now, when he was in his best fasting form, or rather, not yet quite in his

best fasting form? Why should he be cheated of the fame he would get for

fasting longer, for being not only the record hunger artist of all time, which

presumably he was already, but for beating his own record by a per-
formance beyond human imagination, since he felt that there were no
limits to his capacity for fasting? His public pretended to admire him so

much, why should it have so little patience with him; if he could endure

fasting longer, why shouldn't the public endure it? Besides, he was tired,

he was comfortable sitting in the straw, and now he was supposed to lift

himself to his full height and go down to a meal the very thought of which

gave him a nausea that only the presence of the ladies kept him from

betraying, and even that with an effort. And he looked up into the eyes of

the ladies who were apparently so friendly and in reality so cruel, and
shook his head, which felt too heavy on its strengthless neck. But then

there happened yet again what always happened. The impresario came
forward, without a word for the band made speech impossible lifted his

arms in the air above the artist, as if inviting Heaven to look down upon
its creature here in the straw, this suffering martyr, which indeed he was,

although in quite another sense; grasped him round the emaciated waist,

with exaggerated caution, so that the frail condition he was in might be
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appreciated; and committed him to the care of the blenching ladies, not

without secretly giving him a shaking so that his legs and body tottered

and swayed. The artist now submitted completely; his head lolled on his

breast as if it had landed there by chance; his body was hollowed out;

his legs in a spasm of self-preservation clung close to each other at the

knees, yet scraped on the ground as if it were not really solid ground, as if

they were only trying to find solid ground; and the whole weight of his

body, a featherweight after all, relapsed onto one of the ladies, who, look-

ing round for help and panting a little this post of honor was not at all

what she had expected it to befirst stretched her neck as far as she could

to keep her face at least free from contact with the artist, then finding this

impossible, and her more fortunate companion not coming to her aid but

merely holding extended on her own trembling hand the little bunch of

knucklebones that was the artist's, to the great delight of the spectators
burst into tears and had to be replaced by an attendant who had long
been stationed in readiness. Then came the food, a little of which the

impresario managed to get between the artist's lips, while he sat in a kind
of half-fainting trance, to the accompaniment of cheerful patter designed
to distract the public's attention from the artist's condition; after that, a

toast was drunk to the public, supposedly prompted by a whisper from the

artist in the impresario's ear; the band confirmed it with a mighty flourish,

the spectators melted away, and no one had any cause to be dissatisfied

with the proceedings, no one except the hunger artist himself, he only, as

always.
So he lived for many years, with small regular intervals of recuperation,

in visible glory, honored by the world, yet in spite of that troubled in spirit,

and all the more troubled because no one would take his trouble seriously.
What comfort could he possibly need? What more could he possibly wish
for? And if some good-natured person, feeling sorry for him, tried to con-

sole him by pointing out that his melancholy was probably caused by
fasting, it could happen, especially when he had been fasting for some
time, that he reacted with an outburst of fury and to the general alarm

began to shake the bars of his cage like a wild animal. Yet the impresario
had a way of punishing these outbreaks which he rather enjoyed putting
into operation. He would apologize publicly for the artist's behavior,
which was only to be excused, he admitted, because of the irritability
caused by fasting; a condition hardly to be understood by well-fed people;
then by natural transition he went on to mention the artist's equally in-

comprehensible boast that he could fast for much longer than he was do-

ing; he praised the high ambition, the good will, the great self-denial

undoubtedly implicit in such a statement; and then quite simply countered
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it by bringing out photographs, which were also on sale to the public,

showing the artist on the fortieth day of a fast lying in bed almost dead
from exhaustion. This perversion of the truth, familiar to the artist though
it was, always unnerved him afresh and proved too much for him. What
was a consequence of the premature ending of his fast was here presented
as the cause of it! To fight against this lack of understanding, against a

whole world of non-understanding, was impossible. Time and again in good
faith he stood by the bars listening to the impresario, but as soon as thg

photographs appeared he always let go and sank with a groan back on to

his straw, and the reassured public could once more come close and gaze
at him.

A few years later when the witnesses of such scenes called them to mind,

they often failed to understand themselves at all. For meanwhile the afore-

mentioned change in public interest had set in; it seemed to happen almost

overnight; there may have been profound causes for it, but who was going
to bother about that; at any rate the pampered hunger artist suddenly
found himself deserted one fine day by the amusement seekers, who went

streaming past him to other more favored attractions. For the last time

the impresario hurried him over half Europe to discover whether the old

interest might still survive here and there; all in vain; everywhere, as if by
secret agreement, a positive revulsion from professional fasting was in evi-

dence. Of course it could not really have sprung up so suddenly as all

that, and many premonitory symptoms which had not been sufficiently
remarked or suppressed during the rush and glitter of success now came

retrospectively to mind, but it was now too late to take any counter-

measures. Fasting would surely come into fashion again at some future

date, yet that was no comfort for those living in the present. What, then,

was the hunger artist to do? He had been applauded by thousands in his

time and could hardly come down to showing himself in a street booth at

village fairs, and as for adopting another profession, he was not only too

old for that but too fanatically devoted to fasting. So he took leave of the

impresario, his partner in an unparalleled career, and hired himself to a

large circus; in order to spare his own feelings he avoided reading the con-

ditions of his contract.

A large circus with its enormous traffic in replacing and recruiting men,
animals and apparatus can always find a use for people at any time, even
for a hunger artist, provided of course that he does not ask too much, and
in this particular case anyhow it was not only the artist who was taken on

but his famous and long-known name as well, indeed considering the

peculiar nature of his performance, which was not impaired by advancing

age, it could not be objected that here was an artist past his prime, no
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longer at the height of his professional skill, seeking a refuge in some quiet
corner of a circus, on the contrary, the hunger artist averred that he could

fast as well as ever, which was entirely credible, he even alleged that if he

were allowed to fast as he liked, and this was at once promised him with-

out more ado, he could astound the world by establishing a record never

yet achieved, a statement which certainly provoked a smile among the

other professionals, since it left out of account the change in public opinion,
which the hunger artist in his zeal conveniently forgot.
He had not, however, actually lost his sense of the real situation and

took it as a matter of course that he and his cage should be stationed, not

in the middle of the ring as a main attraction, but outside, near the animal

cages, on a site that was after all easily accessible. Large and gaily painted

placards made a frame for the cage and announced what was to be
seen inside it. When the public came thronging out in the intervals to see

the animals, they could hardly avoid passing the hunger artist's cage and

stopping there for a moment, perhaps they might even have stayed longer
had not those pressing behind them in the narrow gangway, who did not

understand why they should be held up on their way towards the excite-

ments of the menagerie, made it impossible for anyone to stand gazing

quietly for any length of time. And that was the reason why the hunger
artist, who had of course been looking forward to these visiting hours as

the main achievement of his life, began instead to shrink from them. At
first he could hardly wait for the intervals; it was exhilarating to watch
the crowds come streaming his way, until only too soon not even the most
obstinate self-deception, clung to almost consciously, could hold out against
the fact the conviction was borne in upon him that these people, most of

them, to judge from their actions, again and again, without exception,
were all on their way to the menagerie. And the first sight of them from the

distance remained the best. For when they reached his cage he was at once
deafened by the storm of shouting and abuse that arose from the two con-

tending factions, which renewed themselves continuously, of those who
wanted to stop and stare at him he soon began to dislike them more than
the others not out of real interest but only out of obstinate self-assertive-

ness, and those who wanted to go straight on to the animals. When the

first great rush was past, the stragglers came along, and these, whom
nothing could have prevented from stopping to look at him as long as they
had breath, raced past with long strides, hardly even glancing at him, in

their haste to get to the menagerie in time. And all too rarely did it hap-
pen that he had a stroke of luck, when some father of a family fetched up
before him with his children, pointed a finger at the hunger artist and ex-

plained at length what the phenomenon meant, telling stories of earlier
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years when he himself had watched similar but much more thrilling per-

formances, and the children, still rather uncomprehending, since neither

inside nor outside school had they been sufficiently prepared for this

lesson what did they care about fasting? yet showed by the brightness
of their intent eyes that new and better times might be coming. Perhaps,
said the hunger artist to himself many a time, things would be a little better

if his cage were set not quite so near the menagerie. That made it too easy
for people to make their choice, to say nothing of what he suffered from
the stench of the menagerie, the animals' restlessness by night, the carrying

past of raw lumps of flesh for the beasts of prey, the roaring at feeding
times, which depressed him continually. But he did not dare to lodge a

complaint with the management; after all, he had the animals to thank for

the troops of people who passed his cage, among whom there might always
be one here and there to take an interest in him, and who could tell where

they might seclude him if he called attention to his existence and thereby
to the fact that, strictly speaking, he was only an impediment on the way
to the menagerie.
A small impediment, to be sure, one that grew steadily less. People

grew familiar with the strange idea that they could be expected, in times

like these, to take an interest in a hunger artist, and with this familiarity
the verdict went out against him. He might fast as much as he could, and
he did so; but nothing could save him now, people passed him by. Just

try to explain to anyone the art of fasting! Anyone who has no feeling for

it cannot be made to understand it. The fine placards grew dirty and

illegible, they were torn down; the little notice board telling the number
of fast days achieved, which at first was changed carefully every day, had

long stayed at the same figure, for after the first few weeks even this small

task seemed pointless to the staff; and so the artist simply fasted on and

on, as he had once dreamed of doing, and it was no trouble to him, just as

he had always foretold, but no one counted the days, no one, not even the

artist himself, knew what records he was already breaking, and his heart

grew heavy. And when once in a time some leisurely passer-by stopped,
made merry over the old figure on the board and spoke of swindling, that

was in its way the stupidest lie ever invented by indifference and inborn

malice, since it was not the hunger artist who was cheating, he was working
honestly, but the world was cheating him of his reward.

Many more days went by, however, and that too came to an end. An
overseer's eye fell on the cage one day and he asked the attendants why
this perfectly good stage should be left standing there unused with dirty
straw inside it; nobody knew, until one man, helped out by the notice
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board, remembered about the hunger artist. They poked into the straw

with sticks and found him in it. "Are you still fasting?" asked the overseer,

"when on earth do you mean to stop?" "Forgive me, everybody," whispered
the hunger artist; only the overseer, who had his ear to the bars, under-

stood him. "Of course," said the overseer, and tapped his forehead with a

finger to let the attendants know what state the man was in, "we forgive

you." "I always wanted you to admire my fasting," said the hunger artist.

"We do admire it," said the overseer, affably. "But you shouldn't admire

it," said the hunger artist. "Well then we don't admire it," said the over-

seer, "but why shouldn't we admire it?" "Because I have to fast, I can't help
it," said the hunger artist. "What a fellow you are," said the overseer, "and

why can't you help it?" "Because," said the hunger artist, lifting his head
a little and speaking, with his lips pursed, as if for a kiss, right into the

overseer's ear, so that no syllable might be lost, "because I couldn't find

the food I liked. If I had found it, believe me, I should have made no fuss

and stuffed myself like you or anyone else." These were his last words, but

in his dimming eyes remained the firm though no longer proud persuasion
that he was still continuing to fast.

"Well, clear this out now!" said the overseer, and they buried the hunger
artist, straw and all. Into the cage they put a young panther. Even the

most insensitive felt it refreshing to see this wild creature leaping around
the cage that had so long been dreary. The panther was all right. The
food he liked was brought him without hesitation by the attendants; he
seemed not even to miss his freedom; his noble body, furnished almost to

the bursting point with all that it needed, seemed to carry freedom around
with it too; somewhere in his jaws it seemed to lurk; and the joy of life

streamed with such ardent passion from his throat that for the onlookers

it was not easy to stand the shock of it. But they braced themselves,
crowded round the cage, and did not want ever to move away. ( 1924)

ERNEST HEMINGWAY The killers

THE
DOOR of Henry's lunch-room opened and two men came in. They

sat down at the counter.

"What's yours?" George asked them.

"I don't know," one of the men said. "What do you want to eat, Al?"

"I don't know," said Al. "I don't know what I want to eat."

Reprinted from Men Without Women by Ernest Hemingway; copyright 1927 by
Charles Scribner's Sons; used by permission of the publishers.
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COUNTERPARTS 

LE bell rang furiously and, when Miss Parker went to 
the tube, a furious voice called out in a piercing North of Ire-
land accent: 

-Send Farrington here! 
Miss Parker returned to her machine, saying to a man who 

was writing at a desk: 
-Mr Alleyne wants you upstairs. 
The man muttered Blast him! under his breath and pushed 

back his chair to stand up. When he stood up he was tall and 
of great bulk. He had a hanging face, dark wine-coloured, 
with fair eyebrows and moustache: his eyes bulged forward 
slightly and the whites of them were dirty. He lifted up the 
counter and, passing by the clients, went out of the office 
with a heavy step. 

He went heavily upstairs until he came to the second land-
ing, where a door bore a brass plate with the inscription Mr 
Alleyne. Here he halted, puffing with labour and vexation, 
and knocked. The shrill voice cried: 
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-Come in! 
The man entered Mr Alleyne's room. Simultaneously Mr 

Alleyne, a little man wearing gold-rimmed glasses on a clean-
shaven face, shot his head up over a pile of documents. The 
head itself was so pink and hairless that it seemed like a large egg 
reposing on the papers. Mr Alleyne did not lose a moment: 

-Farrington? What is the meaning of this? Why have I 
always to complain of you? May I ask you why you haven't 
made a copy of that contract between Bodley and Kirwan? 
I told you it must be ready by four o'clock. 

-But Mr Shelley said, sir-
-Mr Shelley said, sir. . . . Kindly attend to what I say 

and not to what Mr Shelley says, sir. You have always some 
excuse or another for shirking work. Let me tell you that if 
the contract is not copied before this evening I'll lay the mat-
ter before Mr Crosbie. . . Do you hear me now? 

-Yes, sir. 
-Do you hear me now? ... Ay and another little mat-

ter! I might as well be talking to the wall as talking to you. 
Understand once for all that you get a half an hour for your 
lunch and not an hour and a half. How many courses do you 
want, I'd like to know .... Do you mind me, now? 

-Yes, sir. 
Mr Alleyne bent his head again upon his pile of papers. 

The man stared fixedly at the polished skull which directed 
the affairs of Crosbie & Alleyne, gauging its fragility. A spasm 
of rage gripped his throat for a few moments and then passed, 
leaving after it a sharp sensation of thirst. The man recognised 
the sensation and felt that he must have a good night's drink-
ing. The middle of the month was passed and, if he could get 
the copy done in time, Mr Alleyne might give him an order on 
the cashier. He stood still, gazing fixedly at the head upon 
the pile of papers. Suddenly Mr Alleyne began to upset all the 
papers, searching for something. Then, as if he had been un-
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aware of the man's presence till that moment, he shot up his 
head again, saying: 

-Eh? Are you going to stand there all day? Upon my word, 
Farrington, you take things easy! 

-1 was waiting to see . . . 
-Very good, you needn't wait to see. Go downstairs 

and do your work. 
The man walked heavily towards the door and, as he went 

out of the room, he heard Mr Alleyne cry after him that if the 
contract was not copied by evening Mr Crosbie would hear of 
the matter. 

He returned to his desk in the lower office and counted the 
sheets which remained to be copied. He took up his pen and 
dipped it in the ink but he continued to stare stupidly at the 
last words he had written: In no case shall the said Bemard 
Bodley be ... The evening was falling and in a few min-
utes they would be lighting the gas: then he could write. He 
felt that he must slake the thirst in his throat. He stood up 
from his desk and, lifting the counter as before, passed out of 
the office. As he was passing out the chief clerk looked at 
him inquiringly. 

-It's all right, Mr Shelley, said the man, pointing with his 
finger to indicate the objective of his journey. 

The chief clerk glanced at the hat-rack but, seeing the row 
complete, offered no remark. As soon as he was on the landing 
the man pulled a shepherd's plaid cap out of his pocket, put it 
on his head and ran quickly down the rickety stairs. From the 
street door he walked on furtively on the inner side of the 
path towards the corner and all at once dived into a doorway. 
He was now safe in the dark snug of O'Neill's shop, and, fill-
ing up the little window that looked into the bar with his in-
flamed face, the col!>ur of dark wine or dark meat, be called 
out: 

-Here, Pat, give us a g.p., like a good fellow. 
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The curate brought him a glass of plain porter. The man 

drank it at a gulp and asked for a caraway seed. He put his 
penny on the counter and, leaving the curate to grope for 
it in the gloom, retreated out of the snug as furtively as he 
had entered it. 

Darkness, accompanied by a thick fog, was gaining upon 
the dusk of February and the lamps in Eustace Street had 
been lit. The man went up by the houses until he reached the 
door of the office, wondering whether he could finish his 
copy in time. On the stairs a moist pungent odour of per-
fumes saluted his nose: evidently Miss Delacour had come 
while he was out in O'Neill's. He crammed his cap back again 
into his pocket and re-entered the office, assuming an air of 
absent-mindedness. 

-Mr Alleyne has been calling for you, said the chief clerk 
severely. Where were you? 

The man glanced at the two clients who were standing at 
the counter as if to intimate that their presence prevented him 
from answering. As the clients were both male the chief clerk 
allowed himself a laugh. 

-1 know that game, he said. Five times in one day is a lit-
de bit. . . . Well, you better look sharp and get a copy of 
our correspondence in the Delacour case for Mr Alleyne. 

This address in the presence of the public, his run upstairs 
and the porter he had gulped down so hastily confused the 
man and, as he sat down at his desk to get what was required, 
he realised how hopeless was the task of finishing his copy of 
the contract before half past five. The dark damp night was 
coming and he longed to spend it in the bars, drinking with 
his friends amid the glare of gas and the clatter of glasses. He 
got out the Delacour correspondence and passed out of the of-
fice. He hoped Mr Alleyne would not discover that the last 
two letters were missing. 

The moist pungent perfume lay all the way up to Mr AI-
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leyne's room. Miss Delacour was a middle-aged woman of 
Jewish appearance. Mr Alleyne was said to be sweet on her 
or on her money. She came to the office often and stayed a long 
time when she came. She was sitting beside his desk now in 
an aroma of perfumes, smoothing the handle of her umbrella 
and nodding the great black feather in her hat. Mr Alleyne 
had swivelled his chair round to face her and thrown his 
right foot jauntily upon his left knee. The man put the corre-
spondence on the desk and bowed respectfully but neither 
Mr Alleyne nor Miss Delacour took any notice of his bow. 
Mr Alleyne tapped a finger on the correspondence and then 
flicked it towards him as if to say: That's all right: you can go. 

The man returned to the lower office and sat down again 
at his desk. He stared intently at the incomplete phrase: In 
no case shall the said Bernard Bodley be ... and thought 
how strange it was that the last three words began with the 
same letter. The chief clerk began to hurry Miss Parker, say-
ing she would never have the letters typed in time for post. 
The man listened to the clicking of the machine for a few min-
utes and then set to work to finish his copy. But his head was 
not clear and his mind wandered away to the glare and rattle 
of the public-house. It was a night for hot punches. He strug-
gled on with his copy, but when the clock struck five he had 
still fourteen pages to write. Blast it! He couldn't finish it in 
time. He longed to execrate aloud, to bring his fist down on 
something violently. He was so enraged that he wrote Bernard 
Bernard instead of Bernard Bodley and had to begin again on 
a clean sheet. 

He felt strong enough to clear out the whole office single-
handed. His body ached to do something, to rush out and 
revel in violence. All the indignities of his life enraged him . 
. . . Could he ask the cashier privately for an advance? No, 
the cashier was no good, no damn good: he wouldn't give an 
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advance. . . . He knew where he would meet the boys: Leon-
ard and O'Halloran and Nosey Flynn. The barometer of his 
emotional nature was set for a spell of riot. 

His imagination had so abstracted him that his name was 
called twice before he answered. Mr Alleyne and Miss Dela-
cour were standing outside the counter and all the clerks had 
turned round in anticipation of something. The man got up 
from his desk. Mr Alleyne began a tirade of abuse, saying that 
two letters were missing. The man answered that he knew 
nothing about them, that he had made a faithful copy. The 
tirade continued: it was so bitter and violent that the man 
could hardly restrain his fist from descending upon the head 
of the manikin before him. 

-1 know nothing about any other two letters, he said stu-
pidly. 

-Y ou-knO'W-nothing. Of course you know nothing, 
said Mr Alleyne. Tell me, he added, glancing first for approval 
to the lady beside him, do you take me for a fool? Do you 
think me an utter fool? 

The man glanced from the lady's face to the little egg-
shaped head and back again; and, almost before he was aware 
of it, his tongue had found a felicitous moment: 

-1 don't think, sir, he said, that that's a fair question to put 
tome. 

There was a pause in the very breathing of the clerks. 
Everyone was astounded (the author of the witticism no less 
than his neighbours) and Miss Delacour, who was a stout ami-
able person, began to smile broadly. Mr Alleyne flushed to the 
hue of a wild rose and his mouth twitched with a dwarfs 
passion. He shook his fist in the man's face till it seemed to 
vibrate like the knob of some electric machine: 

-You impertinent ruffian! You impertinent ruffian! I'll make 
short work of you! Wait till you see! You'll apologise to me 
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for your impertinence or you'll quit the office instanter! You'll 
quit this, I'm telling you, or you'll apologise to me! 

He stood in a doorway opposite the office watching to see 
if the cashier would come out alone. All the clerks passed 
out and finally the cashier came out with the chief clerk. It 
was no use trying to say a word to him when he was with the 
chief clerk. The man felt that his position was bad enough. 
He had been obliged to offer an abject apology to Mr Alleyne 
for his impertinence but he knew what a hornet's nest the of-
fice would be for him. He could remember the way in 
which Mr Alleyne had hounded little Peake out of the office in 
order to make room for his own nephew. He felt savage and 
thirsty and revengeful, annoyed with himself and with every-
one else. Mr Alleyne would never give him an hour's rest; his 
life would be a hell to him. He had made a proper fool of him-
self this time. Could he not keep his tongue in his cheek? But 
they had never pulled together from the first, he and Mr Al-
leyne, ever since the day Mr Alleyne had overheard him mim-
icking his North of Ireland accent to amuse Higgins and Miss 
Parker: that had been the beginning of it. He might have tried 
Higgins for the money, but sure Higgins never had anything 
for himself. A man with two establishments to keep up, of 
course he couldn't. . . . 

He felt his great body again aching for the comfort of the 
public-house. The fog had begun to chill him and he won-
dered could he touch Pat in O'Neill's. He could not touch him 
for more than a bob-and a bob was no use. Yet he must get 
money somewhere or other: he had spent his last penny for the 
g.p. and soon it would be too late for getting money any-
where. Suddenly, as he was fingering his watch-chain, he 
thought of Terry Kelly's pawn-office in Fleet Street. That was 
the dart! Why didn't he think of it sooner? 

He went through the narrow alley of Temple Bar quickly, 



Counterparts • 93 . 

muttering to himself that they could all go to hell because he 
was going to have a good night of it. The clerk in Terry Kelly's 
said A crown! but the consignor held out for six shillings; 
and in the end the six shillings was allowed him literally. He 
came out of the pawn-office joyfully, making a little cylinder 
of the coins between his thumb and fingers. In Westmore-
land Street the footpaths were crowded with young men and 
women returning from business and ragged urchins ran here 
and there yelling out the names of the evening editions. 
The man passed through the crowd, looking on the spectacle 
generally with proud satisfaction and staring masterfully at 
the office-girls. His head was full of the noises of tram-gongs 
and swishing trolleys and his nose already sniffed the curling 
fumes of punch. As he walked on he preconsidered the terms 
in which he would narrate the incident to the boys: 

-So, I just looked at him-coolly, you know, and looked at 
her. Then I looked back at him again-taking my time, you 
know. I don't think that that's a fair question to put to me, 
says I. 

Nosey Flynn was sitting up in his usual corner of Davy 
Byrne's and, when he heard the story, he stood Farrington a 
half-one, saying it was as smart a thing as ever he heard. Far-
rington stood a drink in his turn. After a while O'Halloran and 
Paddy Leonard came in and the story was repeated to them. 
O'Halloran stood tailors of malt, hot, all round and told the 
story of the retort he had made to the chief clerk when he was 
in Callan's of Fownes's Street; but, as the retort was after the 
manner of the liberal shepherds in the eclogues, he had to ad-
mit that it was not so clever as Farrington's retort. At this Far-
rington told the boys to polish off that and have another. 

Just as they were naming their poisons who should come 
in but Higgins! Of course he had to join in with the others. 
The men asked him to give his version of it, and he did so with 
great vivacity for the sight of five small hot whiskies was very 
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exhilarating. Everyone roared laughing when he showed the 
way in which Mr Alleyne shook his fist in Farrington's face. 
Then he imitated Farrington, saying, And here was my nabs, 
as cool as you please, while Farrington looked at the company 
out of his heavy dirty eyes, smiling and at times drawing forth 
stray drops of liquor from his moustache with the aid of his 
lower lip. 

When that round was over there was a pause. O'Halloran 
had money but neither of the other two seemed to have any; 
so the whole party left the shop somewhat regretfully. At the 
corner of Duke Street Higgins and Nosey FlyM bevelled off 
to the left while the other three turned back towards the 
city. Rain was drizzling down on the cold streets and, when 
they reached the Ballast Office, Farrington suggested the 
Scotch House. The bar was full of men and loud with the 
noise of tongues and glasses. The three men pushed past the 
whining match-sellers at the door and formed a little party at 
the corner of the counter. They began to exchange stories. 
Leonard introduced them to a young fellow named Weathers 
who was performing at the Tivoli as an acrobat and knock-
about artiste. Farrington stood a drink all round. Weathers 
said he would take a small Irish and Apollinaris. Farrington, 
who had definite notions of what was what, asked the boys 
would they have an Apollinaris too; but the boys told Tim to 
make theirs hot. The talk became theatrical. O'Halloran stood 
a round and then Farrington stood another round, Weathers 
protesting that the hospitality was too Irish. He promised to 
get them in behind the scenes and introduce them to some 
nice girls. O'Halloran said that he and Leonard would go but 
that Farrington wouldn't go because he was a married man; 
and Farrington's heavy dirty eyes leered at the company in 
token that he understood he was being chaffed. Weathers made 
them all have just one little tincture at his expense and prom-
ised to meet them later on at Mulligan's in Poolbeg Street. 
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When the Scotch House closed they went round to Mulli-

gan's. They went into the parlour at the back and O'Halloran 
ordered small hot specials all round. They were all beginning 
to feel mellow. Farrington was just standing another round 
when Weathers came hack. Much to Farrington's relief he 
drank a glass of bitter this time. Funds were running low but 
they had enough to keep them going. Presently two young 
women with big hats and a young man in a check suit came 
in and sat at a table close by. Weathers saluted them and told 
the company that they were out of the Tivoli. Farrington's 
eyes wandered at every moment in the direction of one of the 
young women. There was something striking in her appear-
ance. An immense scarf of peacock-blue muslin was wound 
round her hat and knotted in a great bow under her chin; and 
she wore bright yellow gloves, reaching to the elbow. Far-
rington gazed admiringly at the plump arm which she moved 
very often and with much grace; and when, after a little time, 
she answered his gaze he admired still more her large dark 
brown eyes. The oblique staring expression in them fascinated 
him. She glanced at him once or twice and, when the patty 
was leaving the room, she brushed against his chair and said 
0, pardon! in a London accent. He watched her leave the 
room in the hope that she would look back at him, but he was 
disappointed. He cursed his want of money and cursed all the 
rounds he had stood, particularly all the whiskies and Apol-
linaris which he had stood to Weathers. If there was one thing 
that he hated it was a sponge. He was so angry that he lost 
count of the conversation of his friends. 

When Paddy Leonard called him he found that they were 
talking about feats of strength. Weathers was showing his 
biceps muscle to the company and boasting so much that the 
other two had called on Farrington to uphold the national hon-
our. Farrington pulled up his sleeve accordingly and showed 
his biceps muscle to the company. The two arms were exam-
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ined and compared and finally it was agreed to have a trial of 
strength. The table was cleared and the two men rested their 
elbows on it, clasping hands. When Paddy Leonard said Go! 
each was to try to bring down the other's hand on to the table. 
Farrington looked very serious and determined. 

The trial began. After about thirty seconds Weathers 
brought his opponent's hand slowly down on to the table. Far-
rington's dark wine-coloured face flushed darker still with 
anger and humiliation at having been defeated by such a strip-
ling. 

-You're not to put the weight of your body behind it. 
Play fair, he said. 

-Who's not playing fair? said the other. 
-Come on again. The two best out of three. 
The trial began again. The veins stood out on Farring-

ton's forehead, and the pallor of Weathers' complexion 
changed to peony. Their hands and arms trembled under the 
stress. After a long struggle Weathers again brought his op-
ponent's hand slowly on to the table. There was a murmur of 
applause from the spectators. The curate, who was standing 
beside the table, nodded his red head towards the victor and 
said with loutish familiarity: 

-Ah! that's the knack! 
-What the hell do you know about it? said Farrington 

fiercely, turning on the man. What do you put in your gab 
for? 

-Sh, sh! said O'Halloran, observing the violent expression 
of Farrington's face. Pony up, boys. We'll have just one little 
smahan more and then we'll be off. 

A very sullen-faced man stood at the corner of O'Connell 
Bridge waiting for the little Sandymount tram to take him 
home. He was full of smouldering anger and revengefulness. 
He felt humiliated and discontented; he did not even feel 
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drunk; and he had only twopence in his pocket. He cursed 
everything. He had done for himself in the office, pawned 
his watch, spent all his money; and he had not even got drunk. 
He began to feel thirsty again and he longed to be back again 
in the hot reeking public-house. He had lost his reputation as 
a strong man, having been defeated twice by a mere boy. 
His heart swelled with fury and, when he of the 
woman in the big hat who had brushed against him and said 
Pardon! his fury nearly choked him. 

His tram let him down at Shelbourne Road and he steered 
his great body along in the shadow of the wall of the barracks. 
He loathed returning to his home. When he went in by the 
side-door he found the kitchen empty and the kitchen fire 
nearly out. He bawled upstairs: 

-Ada! Ada! 
His wife was a little sharp-faced woman who bullied her 

husband when he was sober and was bullied by him when he 
was drunk. They had five children. A little boy came run-
ning down the stairs. 

-Who is that? said the man, peering through the dark-
ness. 

-Me,pa. 
-Who are you? Charlie? 
-No, pa. Tom. 
-Where's your mother? 
-She's out at the chapel. 
-That's right. . . . Did she think of leaving any dinner 

forme? 
-Yes,pa. 1-
-Light the lamp. What do you mean by having the place 

in darkness? Are the other children in bed? 
The man sat down heavily on one of 'the chairs while the 

little boy lit the lamp. He began to mimic his son's flat accent, 
saying half to himself: At the chapel. At the chapel, if you 
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please! When the lamp was lit he banged his fist on the table 
and shouted: 

-What's for my dinner? 
-I'm going ... to cook it, pa, said the little boy. 
The man jumped up furiously and pointed to the fire. 
-On that fire! You let the fire out! By God, I'll teach you 

to do tb,t again! 
He took a step to the door and seized the walking-stick 

which was standing behind it. 
-I'll teach you to let the fire out! he said, rolling up his 

sleeve in order to give his arm free play. 
The little boy cried 0, pal and ran whimpering round the 

table, but the man followed him and caught him by the coat. 
The little boy looked about him wildly but, seeing no way of 
escape, fell upon his knees. 

-Now, you'll let the fire out the next time! said the man, 
striking at him viciously with the stick. Take that, you little 
whelp! 

The boy uttered a squeal of pain. as the stick cut his thigh. 
He clasped his hands together in the air and his voice shook 
with fright. 

-0, pa! he cried. Don't beat me, pa! And I'll ... I'll 
say a Hail Mary for you .... I'll say a Hail Mary for you, 
pa, if you don't beat me .... I'll say a Hail Mary . ... 

















LITERATURE AND SCIENCE

Practical people talk with a smile

of Plato and of his absolute ideas;

and it Is Impossible to deny that

Plato's Ideas do often seem unprac-

tical and impracticable, and especially

when one views them in connexion

with the life of a great work-a-day

world like the United States. The

necessary staple of the life of such a

world Plato regards with disdain;

handicraft and trade and the work-

ing professions he regards with dis-
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dain ; but what becomes of the Hfe

of an industrial modern community

if you take handicraft and trade and

the working professions out of it ?

The base mechanic arts and handi-

crafts, says Plato, bring about a

natural weakness in the principle of

excellence in a man, so that he can-

not govern the ignoble growths in

him, but nurses them, and cannot

understand fostering any other. Those

who exercise such arts and trades, as

they have their bodies, he says, marred

by their vulgar businesses, so they

have their souls, too, bowed and

broken by them. And if one of

these uncomely people has a mind to

seek self-culture and philosophy, Plato

compares him to a bald little tinker,
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who has scraped togetner money, and

has got his release from service, and

has had a bath, and bought a new

coat, and is rigged out Hke a bride-

groom about to marry the daughter

of his master who has fallen into poor

and helpless estate.

Nor do the working professions fare

any better than trade at the hands of

Plato. He draws for us an inimitable

picture of the working lawyer, and of

his life of bondage ; he shows how this

bondage from his youth up has stunted

and warped him, and made him small

and crooked of soul, encompassing him

with difficulties which he Is not man

enough to rely on justice and truth as

means to encounter, but has recourse,

for help out of them, to falsehood and
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wrong. And so, says Plato, this poor

creature Is bent and broken, and grows

up from boy to man without a particle

of soundness In him, although exceed-

ingly smart and clever In his own

esteem.

One cannot refuse to admire the

artist who draws these pictures. But

we say to ourselves that his ideas

show the Influence of a primitive and

obsolete order of things, when the

warrior caste and the priestly caste

were alone in honour, and the humble

work of the world was done by slaves.

We have now changed all that ; the

modern majority consists In work, as

Emerson declares ; and In work, we

may add, principally of such plain and

dusty kind as the work of cultivators
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of the p'l'ound, handicraftsmen, men of

trade and business, men of the work-

ing professions. Above all is this

true in a great industrious community

such as that of the United States.

Now education, many people go on

to say, is still mainly governed by the

ideas of men like Plato, who lived

when the warrior caste and the

priestly or philosophical class were

alone in honour, and the really useful

part of the community were slaves.

It is an education fitted for persons

of leisure in such a community. This

education passed from Greece and

Rome to the feudal communities of

Europe, where also the warrior caste

and the priestly caste were alone held

in honour, and where the really useful
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and working part of the community,

though not nominally slaves as in the

pagan world, were practically not much

better off than slaves, and not more

seriously regarded. And how absurd

it is, people end by saying, to inflict

this education upon an industrious

modern community, where very few

indeed are persons of leisure, and the

mass to be considered has not leisure,

but is bound, for its own great good,

and for the great good of the world at

large, to plain labour and to industrial

pursuits, and the education in question

tends necessarily to make men dis-

satisfied with these pursuits and un-

fitted for them

!

That is what is said. So far I must

defend Plato, as to plead that his view
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of education and studies is in the

general, as it seems to me. sound

enough, and fitted for all sorts and

conditions of men, whatever their pur-

suits may be. * An intelligent man,'

says Plato, ' will prize those studies

which result in his soul getting sober-

ness, righteousness, and wisdom, and

will less value the others.' I cannot

consider that a bad description of the

aim of education, and of the motives

which should govern us in the choice

of studies, whether we are preparing

ourselves for a hereditary seat in the

English House of Lords or for the

pork trade in Chicago.

Still I admit that Plato's world was

not ours, that his scorn of trade and

handicraft is fantastic, that he had no
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conception of a great industrial com-

munitysuch as that of the United States,

and that such a community must and

will shape its education to suit its own

needs. If the usual education handed

down to it from the past does not suit

it, it will certainly before long drop

this and try another. The usual edu-

cation in the past has been mainly

literary. The question is whether the

studies which were long supposed to

be the best for all of us are practically

the best now ; whether others are not

better. The tyranny of the past,

many think, weighs on us Injuriously

in the predominance given to letters

in education. The question is raised

whether, to meet the needs of our

modern life, the predominance ought
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not now to pass from letters to science

;

and naturally the question is nowhere

raised with more energy than here in

the United States. The design of

abasing what is called 'mere literary

instruction and education,' and of ex-

alting what is called ' sound, extensive,

and practical scientific knowledge,'

is, in this intensely modern world of

the United States, even more perhaps

than in Europe, a very popular design,

and makes great and rapid progress.

I am going to ask whether the

present movement for ousting letters

from their old predominance in educa-

tion, and for transferring the predom-

inance in education to the natural

sciences, whether this brisk and

flourishing movement ought to pre-
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vail, and whether it is likely that in

the end it really will prevail. An
objection may be raised which I will

anticipate. My own studies have

been almost wholly in letters, and my
visits to the field of the natural

sciences have been very slight and

inadequate, although those sciences

have always strongly moved my
curiosity. A man of letters, it will

perhaps be said, is not competent

to discuss the comparative merits of

letters and natural science as means

of education. To this objection I

reply, first of all, that his incompet-

ence, if he attempts the discus-

sion but is really incompetent for it,

will be abundantly visible ; nobody

will be taken in ; he will have plenty
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of sharp observers and critics to save

mankind from that danger. But the

line I am going to follow is, as you

will soon discover, so extremely simple,

that perhaps it may be followed with-

out failure even by one who for a more

ambitious line of discussion would be

quite incompetent.

Some of you may possibly remem-

ber a phrase of mine which has been

the object of a good deal of comment

;

an observation to the effect that in

our culture, the aim being to know

ourselves and the world, we have, as

the means to this end, to know the

best which has been thottght and said

in the world. A man of science, who

is also an excellent writer and the

very prince of debaters, Professor
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Huxley, in a discourse at the opening

of Sir Josiah Mason's college at

Birmingham, laying hold of this

phrase, expanded it by quoting some

more words of mine, which are these :

* The civilised world is to be regarded

as now being, for intellectual and

spiritual purposes, one great con-

federation, bound to a joint action

and working to a common result ; and

whose members have for their proper

outfit a knowledge of Greek, Roman,

and Eastern antiquity, and of one

another. Special local and tempo-

rary advantages being put out of

account, that modern nation will in the

intellectual and spiritual sphere make

most progress, which most thoroughly

carries out this programme.'
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Now on my phrase, thus enlarged,

Professor Huxley remarks that when

I speak of the above-mentioned know-

ledge as enabling us to know our-

selves and the world, I assert litera-

ture to contain the materials which

suffice for thus making us know our-

selves and the world. But it is not

by any means clear, says he, that

after having learnt all which ancient

and modern literatures have to tell

us, we have laid a sufficiently broad

and deep foundation for that criticism

of life, that knowledge of ourselves

and the world, which constitutes cul-

ture. On the contrary. Professor

Huxley declares that he iinds himself

' wholly unable to admit that either

nations or individuals will really
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advance, If their outfit draws nothing

from the stores of physical science.

An army without weapons of pre-

cision, and with no particular base of

operations, might more hopefully

enter upon a campaign on the Rhine,

than a man, devoid of a knowledge

of what physical science has done in

the last century, upon a criticism of

life.'

This shows how needful it is for

those who are to discuss any matter

together, to have a common under-

standing as to the sense of the terms

they employ,—how needful, and how

difficult. What Professor Huxley

says, implies just the reproach which

Is so often brought against the study

of belles lettres, as they are called :
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that the study Is an elegant one, but

slight and ineffectual ; a smattering

of Greek and Latin and other orna-

mental things, of little use for any

one whose object is to get at truth,

and to be a practical man. So, too,

M. Renan talks of the * superficial

humanism ' of a school-course which

treats us as if we were all going to

be poets, writers, preachers, orators,

and he opposes this humanism to

positive science, or the critical search

after truth. And there is always a

tendency in those who are remon-

strating against the predominance of

letters in education, to understand by

letters belles lettres, and by belles Idtres

a superficial hum.anism, the opposite

of science or true knowledge.



II LITERATURE AND SCIENCE 87

But when we talk of knowing

Greek and Roman antiquity, for in-

stance, which is the knowledge people

have called the humanities, I for my

part mean a knowledge which is

something more than a superficial

humanism, mainly decorative. ' I call

all teaching scientific' says Wolf, the

critic of Homer, * which is systematic-

ally laid out and followed up to

its original sou:-ces. For example

:

a knowledge of classical antiquity

is scientific when the remains of

classical antiquity are correctly

studied in the original languages.'

There can be no doubt that Wolf is

perfectly right ; that all learning is

scientific which is systematically laid

out and followed up to its original
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sources, and that a genuine humanism

Is scientific.

When I speak of knowing Greek

and Roman antiquity, therefore, as

a help to knowing ourselves and the

world, I mean more than a know-

ledge of so much vocabulary, so much

grammar, so many portions of authors

in the Greek and Latin languages,

I mean knowing the Greeks and

Romans, and their life and genius,

and what they were and did in the

world ; what we get from them, and

what is Its value. That, at least, is

the ideal ; and when we talk of

endeavouring to know Greek and

Roman antiquity, as a help to know-

ing ourselves and the world, we mean

endeavouring so to know them as to
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satisfy this ideal, however much we

may still fall short of it.

The same also as to knowing our

own and other modern nations, with

the like aim of getting to understand

ourselves and the world. To know

the best that has been thought and

said by the modern nations, is to

know, says Professor Huxley, 'only

what modern literatures have to tell

us ; it is the criticism of life con-

tained in modern literature.' And

yet 'the distinctive character of our

times,' he urges, 'lies in the vast and

constantly increasing part which is

played by natural knowledge.' And

how, therefore, can a man, devoid of

knowledge of what physical science

has done in the last century, enter
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hopefully upon a criticism of modern

life?

Let us, I say, be agreed about the

meaning of the terms we are using.

I talk of knowing the best which

has been thought and uttered in the

world ; Professor Huxley says this

means knowing literature. Literature

is a large word ; it may mean every-

thing written with letters or printed

in a book. Euclid's Elements and

Newton's Principia are thus litera-

ture. All knowledge that reaches us

through books is literature. But by

literature Professor Huxley means

belles lettres. He means to make

me say, that knowing the best which

has been thought and said by the

modern nations is knowing their belles
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lettres and no more. And this Is no

sufficient equipment, he argues, for a

criticism of modern life. But as I do

not mean, by knowing ancient Rome,

knowing merely more or less of Latin

belles lettres^ and taking no account

of Rome's military, and political, and

legal, and administrative work in the

world ; and as, by knowing ancient

Greece, I understand knowing her

as the giver of Greek art, and the

guide to a free and right use of reason

and to scientific method, and the

founder of our mathematics and

physics and astronomy and biology,

—I understand knowing her as all

this, and not merely knowing certain

Greek poems, and histories, and treat-

ises, and speeches,—so as to the know-
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ledge of modern nations also. By

knowing modern nations, I mean not

merely knowing their belles lettres, but

knowing also what has been done by

such men as Copernicus, Galileo, New-

ton, Darwin. ' Our ancestors learned,'

says Professor Huxley, ' that the earth

is the centre of the visible universe,

and that man is the cynosure of

things terrestrial ; and more especi-

ally was it inculcated that the course

of nature had no fixed order, but

that it could be, and constantly

was, altered.' But for us now, con-

tinues Professor Huxley, 'the notions

of the beginning and the end of the

world entertained by our forefathers

are no longer credible. It is very

certain that the earth is not the chief
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body in the material universe, and

that the world is not subordinated

to man's use. It is even more certain

that nature is the expression of a

definite order, with which nothing

interferes.' ' And yet,' he cries,

* the purely classical education advo-

cated by the representatives of the

humanists in our day gives no inkling

of all this !

'

In due place and time I will just

touch upon that vexed question of

classical education ; but at present

the question is as to what is meant

by knowing the best which modern

nations have thoucrht and said. It

is not knowing their belles lettres

merely which is meant. To know

Italian belles lettres is not to know
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Jtaly, and to know English belles^

lettres is not to know England.

Into knowing Italy and England

there comes a great deal more,

Galileo and Newton amongst it.

The reproach of being a superficial

humanism, a tincture of belles lelli^eSy

may attach rightly enough to some

other disciplines ; but to the parti-

cular discipline recommended when

I proposed knowing the best that

has been thought and said In the

world, it does not apply. In that best

I certainly include what in modern

times has been thought and said by

the great observers and knowers of

nature.

There is, therefore, really no ques-

tion between Professor Huxley and
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me as to whether knowing the great

results of the modern scientific study

of nature is not required as a part of

our culture, as well as knowing the

products of literature and art. But

to follow the processes by which those

results are reached, ought, say the

friends of physical science, to be made

the staple of education for the bulk of

mankind. And here there does arise

a question between those whom Pro-

fessor Huxley calls with playful sar-

casm ' the . Levites of culture,' and

those whom the poor humanist is

sometimes apt to regard as its Ne-

buchadnezzars.

The great results of the scientific

investigation of nature we are agreed

upon knowing, but how much of our
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Study are we bound to give to the

processes by which those results are

reached ? The results have their

visible bearing on human life. But

all the processes, too, all the items

of fact, by which those results are

reached and established, are interest-

ing. All knowledge is interesting to

a wise man, and the knowledge of

nature is interesting to all men. It

is very interesting to know, that, from

the albuminous white of the ^^g, the

chick in the ^^^ gets the materials

for its flesh, bones, blood, and feathers;

while, from the fatty yolk of the ^g<g,

it gets the heat and energy which

enable it at length to break its shell

and begin the world. It is less in-

teresting, perhaps, but still it is inter-
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esting, to know that when a taper

burns, the wax Is converted into

carbonic acid and water. Moreover,

it is quite true that the habit of deal-

ing with facts, which is given by the

study of nature, is, as the friends of

physical science praise It for being, an

excellent discipline. The appeal, in

the study of nature, is constantly to

observation and experiment ; not only

is it said that the thing is so, but we

can be made to see that it is so. Not

only does a man tell us that when a

taper burns the wax is converted into

carbonic acid and water, as a man

may tell us, if he likes, that Charon

is punting his ferry-boat on the river

Styx, or that Victor Hugo is a sublime

poet, or Mr. Gladstone the most ad-

H



98 LITERATURE AND SCIENCE ii

mirable of statesmen ; but we are

made to see that the conversion into

carbonic acid and water does actually

happen. This reality of natural know-

ledge It Is, which makes the friends of

physical science contrast it, as a know-

ledge of things, with the humanist's

knowledge, which is, say they, a

knowledge of words. And hence

Professor Huxley Is moved to lay it

down that, * for the purpose of attain-

ing real culture, an exclusively scien-

tific education Is at least as effectual

as an exclusively literary education.*

And a certain President of the Section

for Mechanical Science In the British

Association is, in Scripture phrase,

*very bold,' and declares that if a

man, in his mental training, ' has sub-
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stituted literature and history for

natural science, he has chosen the

less useful alternative.' But whether

we go these lengths or not, we must

all admit that in natural science the

habit gained of dealing with facts is

a most valuable discipline, and that

every one should have some experi-

ence of it.

More than this, however, is de-

manded by the reformers. It is pro-

posed to make the training in natural

science the main part of education,

for the great majority of mankind at

any rate. And here, I confess, I part

company with the friends of physical

science, with whom up to this point

I have been agreeing. In differing

from them, however, I wish to pro-
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ceed with the utmost caution and

diffidence. The smallness of my own

acquaintance with the discipHnes of

natural science is ever before my

mind, and I am fearful of doing these

disciplines an injustice. The ability

and pugnacity of the partisans of

natural science make them formid-

able persons to contradict. The tone

of tentative inquiry, which befits a

being of dim faculties and bounded

knowledge, is the tone I would wish

to take and not to depart from. At

present it seems to me, that those

who are for giving to natural know-

ledge, as they call it, the chief place

in the education of the majority of

mankind, leave one important thing

out of their account : the constitution
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of human nature. But I put this

forward on the strength of some facts

not at all recondite, very far from it

;

facts capable of being stated in the

simplest possible fashion, and to

which, if I so state them, the man of

science will, I am sure, be willing to

allow their due weight.

Deny the facts altogether, I think,

he hardly can. He can hardly deny,

that when we set ourselves to enume-

rate the powers which go to the build-

ing up of human life, and say that

they are the power of conduct, the

power of intellect and knowledge, the

power of beauty, and the power of

social life and manners,—he can hardly

deny that this scheme, though drawn

in rough and plain lines enough, and
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not pretending to scientific exactness,

does yet give a fairly true representa-

tion of the matter. Human nature is

built up by these powers ; we have

the need for them all. When we

have rightly met and adjusted the

claims of them all, we shall then be in

a fair way for getting soberness and

righteousness, with wisdom. This is

evident enough, and the friends of

physical science would admit It.

But perhaps they may not have

sufficiently observed another thing

:

namely, that the several powers just

mentioned are not isolated, but there

is, in the generality of mankind, a

perpetual tendency to relate them one

to another in divers ways. With one

such way of relating them I am parti-
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cularly concerned now. Following

our instinct for intellect and know-

ledge, we acquire pieces of know-

ledge ; and presently, in the generality

of men, there arises the desire to

relate these pieces of knowledge to

our sense for conduct, to our sense

for beauty,—and there is weariness

and dissatisfaction If the desire is

baulked. Now in this desire lies, I

think, the strength of that hold which

letters have upon us.

All knowledge Is, as I said just

now. Interesting ; and even Items of

knowledge which from the nature of

the case cannot well be related, but

must stand isolated in our thoughts,

have their interest. Even lists of

exceptions have their interest. If we
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are studying Greek accents, It Is inter-

esting to know that/^/^ and/<2^, and

some other monosyllables of the same

form of declension, do not take the

circumflex upon the last syllable of

the genitive plural, but vary, in this

respect, from the common rule. If we

are studying physiology, it is interest-

ing to know that the pulmonary artery

carries dark blood and the pulmonary

vein carries bright blood, departing in

this respect from the common rule for

the division of labour between the

veins and the arteries. But every

one knows how we seek naturally to

combine the pieces of our knowledge

together, to bring them under general

rules, to relate them to principles

;

and how unsatisfactory and tiresome it
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would be to go on for ever learning lists

of exceptions, or accumulating items

of fact which must stand isolated.

Well, that same need of relating

our knowledge, which operates here

within the sphere of our knowledge

itself, we shall find operating, also,

outside that sphere. We experience,

as we go on learning and knowing,

—

the vast majority of us experience,

—

the need of relating what we have

learnt and known to the sense which

we have in us for conduct, to the sense

which we have in us for beauty.

A certain Greek prophetess of

Mantlneia in Arcadia, Diotlma by

name, once explained to the philo-

sopher Socrates that love, and Impulse,

and bent of all kinds, is, in fact,
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nothing else but the desire In men

that good should for ever be present to

them. This desire for good, DIotima

assured Socrates, Is our fundamental

desire, of which fundamental desire

every Impulse In us Is only some

one particular form. And therefore

this fundamental desire It Is, I suppose,

—this desire In men that good should

be for ever present to them,—which

acts In us when we feel the Impulse

for relating our knowledge to our

sense for conduct and to our sense

for beauty. At any rate, with men In

general the Instinct exists. Such Is

human nature. And the Instinct, It

will be admitted, Is Innocent, and

human nature Is preserved by our

following the lead of its innocent in-
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stincts. Therefore, In seeking to

gratify this instinct in question, we

are following the Instinct of self-pre-

servation In humanity.

But, no doubt, some kinds of know-

ledge cannot be made to directly serve

the instinct in question, cannot be

directly related to the sense for

beauty, to the sense for conduct.

These are instrument- knowledges

;

they lead on to other knowledges,

which can. A man who passes his

life in instrument- knowledges is a

specialist. They may be invaluable

as Instruments to something beyond,

for those who have the gift thus to

employ them ; and they may be dis-

ciplines in themselves wherein it Is

useful for every one to have some
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schooling. But it is inconceivable

that the generality of men should pass

all their mental life with Greek accents

or with formal logic. My friend Pro-

fessor Sylvester, who Is one of the

first mathematicians In the world,

holds transcendental doctrines as to

the virtue of mathematics, but those

doctrines are not for common men.

In the very Senate House and heart

of our English Cambridge I once ven-

tured, though not without an apology

for my profaneness, to hazard the

opinion that for the majority of man-

kind a little of mathematics, even,

goes a long way. Of course this is

quite consistent with their being of

Immense importance as an instrument

to something else ; but it is the few
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who have the aptitude for thus using

them, not the bulk of mankind.

The natural sciences do not, how-

ever, stand on the same footing with

these instrument - knowledges. Ex-

perience shows us that the generality

of men will find more Interest in learn-

ing that, when a taper burns, the wax

is converted into carbonic acid and

water, or in learning the explanation

of the phenomenon of dew, or in

learning how the circulation of the

blood is carried on, than they find In

learning;- that the genitive plural of

pais and pas does not take the circum-

llex on the termination. And one

piece of natural knowledge Is added

to another, and others are added to

that, and at last we come to proposi-
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tions SO interesting as Mr. Darwin's

famous proposition that ' our ancestor

was a hairy quadruped furnished with

a tail and pointed ears, probably ar-

boreal in his habits.' Or we come to

propositions of such reach and magni-

tude as those which Professor Huxley

delivers, when he says that the notions

of our forefathers about the beginning

and the end of the world were all

wrong, and that nature is the expres-

sion of a definite order with which

nothing interferes.

Interesting, indeed, these results of

science are, important they are, and

we should all of us be acquainted with

them. But what I now wish you to

mark is, that we are still, when they

are propounded to us and we receive
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them, we are still in the sphere of

intellect and knowledge. And for the

generality of men there will be found,

I say, to arise, when they hive duly

taken in the proposition that their

ancestor was ' a hairy quadruped fur-

nished with a tail and pointed ears,

probably arboreal in his habits,' there

will be found to arise an invincible

desire to relate this proposition to the

sense in us for conduct, and to the

sense in us for beauty. But this the

men of science will not do for us, and

will hardly even profess to do. They

will give us other pieces of knowledge,

other facts, about other animals and

their ancestors, or about plants, or

about stones, or about stars ; and they

may finally bring us to those great
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'general conceptions of the universe,

which are forced upon us all,' says

Professor Huxley, 'by the progress

of physical science.' But still it will

be knowledge only which they give

us ; knowledge not put for us into

relation with our sense for conduct,

our sense for beauty, and touched

with emotion by being so put ; not

thus put for us, and therefore, to the

majority of mankind, after a certain

while, unsatisfying, wearying.

Not to the born naturalist, I admit.

But what do we mean by a born na-

turalist } We mean a man in whom

the zeal for observing nature is so un-

commonly strong and eminent, that it

marks him off from the bulk of man-

kind. Such a man will pass his life
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happily in collecting natural know-

ledge and reasoning upon it, and will

ask for nothing, or hardly anything,

more. I have heard it said that the

sagacious and admirable naturalist

whom we lost not very long ago, Mr.

Darwin, once owned to a friend that

for his part he did not experience the

necessity for two things which most

men find so necessary to them,—re-

ligion and poetry ; science and the

domestic affections, he thought, were

enough. To a born naturalist, I can

well understand that this should seem

so. So absorbing is his occupation

with nature, so strong his love for his

occupation, that he goes on acquiring

natural knowledge and reasoning

upon it, and has little time or in-
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clinatlon for thinking about getting

it related to the desire in man for

conduct, the desire in man for beauty.

He relates it to them for himself as

he goes along, so far as he feels the

need ; and he draws from the domestic

afiections all the additional solace

necessary. But then Darwins are ex-

tremely rare. Another great and ad-

mirable master of natural knowledge,

Faraday, was a Sandemanian. That

is to say, he related his knowledge

to his instinct for conduct and to his

instinct for beauty, by the aid of that

respectable Scottish sectary, Robert

Sandeman. And so strong, in

general, is the demand of religion

and poetry to have their share in a

man, to associate themselves with his
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knowing, and to relieve and rejoice it,

that, probably, for one man amongst

us with the disposition to do as

Darwin did in this respect, there are

at least fifty with the disposition to

do as Faraday.

Education lays hold upon us, in

fact, by satisfying this demand. Pro-

fessor Huxley holds up to scorn

mediaeval education, with its neglect

of the knowledge of nature, its

poverty even of literary studies, its

formal logic devoted to 'showing

how and why that which the Church

said was true must be true.' But the

great mediaeval Universities were not

brought into being, we may be sure,

by the zeal for giving a jejune and

contemptible education. Kings have
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been their nursing fathers, and queens

have been their nursing mothers, but

not for this. The mediaeval Universi-

ties came into being, because the sup-

posed knowledge, delivered by Scrip-

ture and the Church, so deeply en-

gaged men's hearts, by so simply,

easily, and powerfully relating itself

to their desire for conduct, their

desire for beauty. All other know-

ledge was dominated by this supposed

knowledge and was subordinated to

it, because of the surpassing strength

of the hold which it gained upon the

affections of men, by allying itself

profoundly with their sense for con-

duct, their sense for beauty.

But now, says Professor Huxley,

conceptions of the universe fatal to



ii LITERATURE And SCIENCE iij

the notions held by our forefathers

have been forced upon us by physical

science. Grant to him that they are

thus fatal, that the new conceptions

must and will soon become current

everywhere, and that every one will

finally perceive them to be fatal to

the beliefs of our forefathers. The

need of humane letters, as they are

truly called, because they serve the

paramount desire in men that good

should be for ever present to them,

—the need of humane letters, to

establish a relation between the new

conceptions, and our instinct for

beauty, our instinct for conduct, is

only the more visible. The Middle

Age could do without humane letters,

as it could do without the study of
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nature, because its supposed know-

ledge was made to engage its emo-

tions so powerfully. Grant that the

supposed knowledge disappears, its

power of being made to engage the

emotions will of course disappear

along with it,—but the emotions them-

selves, and their claim to be engaged

and satisfied, will remain. Now if

we find by experience that humane

letters have an undeniable power of

engaging the emotions, the import-

ance of humane letters in a man's

training becomes not less, but greater,

in proportion to the success of modern

science in extirpating what it calls

' mediaeval thinking.*

Have humane letters, then, have

poetry and eloquence, the power here
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attributed to them of engaging the

emotions, and do they exercise it ?

And if they have it and exercise it,

how do they exercise it, so as to

exert an influence upon man's sense

for conduct, his sense for beauty ?

Finally, even if they both can and do

exert an influence upon the senses

in question, how are they to relate

to them the results,—the modern

results,—of natural science ? All

these questions may be asked.

First, have poetry and eloquence

the power of calling out the emo-

tions ? The appeal is to experience.

Experience shows that for the vast

majority of men, for mankind in

general, they have the power. Next,

do they exercise it '^. They do. But
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then, how do they exercise It so as

to affect man's sense for conduct, his

sense for beauty ? And this is per-

haps a case for applying the Preacher's

words :
* Though a man labour to

seek it out, yet he shall not find it

;

yea, farther, though a wise man think

to know it, yet shall he not be able

to find it.'^ Why should it be one

thing, in its effect upon the emotions,

to say, * Patience is a virtue,' and

quite another thing, in its effect upon

the emotions, to say with Homer,

Tk-ryrov yafi Motpat dv/Jiov Oecrav dvOpcoTroLCTLV—

^

* for an enduring heart have the

destinies appointed to the children

of men ' ? Why should it be one

1 Ecclesiastes^ viii. 17. 2 JUad^ xxiv. 49.
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thing, in its effect upon the emotions,

to say with the philosopher Spinoza,

Felicitas m eo consistit quod homo

suum esse conservare potest—' Man's

happiness consists in his being able

to preserve his own essence,' and

quite another thing, in its effect upon

the emotions, to say with the Gospel,

* What is a man advantaged, if he

gain the whole world, and lose him-

self, forfeit himself?' How does this

difference of effect arise ? I cannot

tell, and I am. not much concerned to

know ; the important thing is that it

does arise, and that we can profit by

it. But how, finally, are poetry and

eloquence to exercise the power of

relating the modern results of natural

science to man's instinct for conduct,
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his Instinct for beauty ? And here

again I answer that I do not know

how they will exercise It, but that

they can and will exercise It I am

sure. I do not mean that modern

philosophical poets and modern philo-

sophical moralists are to come and

relate for us, In express terms, the

results of modern scientific research

to our instinct for conduct, our In-

stinct for beauty. But I mean that

we shall find, as a matter of experi-

ence, if we know the best that has

been thought and uttered in the

world, we shall find that the art and

poetry and eloquence of men who

lived, perhaps, long ago, who had

the most limited natural knowledge

who had the most erroneous concep-
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tlons about many important matters,

we shall find that this art, and poetry,

and eloquence, have in fact not only

the power of refreshing and delight-

ing us, they have also the power,

—

such is the strength and worth, in

essentials, of their authors' criticism

of life,—they have a fortifying, and

elevating, and quickening, and sug-

gestive power, capable of wonderfully

helping us to relate the results of

modern science to our need for con-

duct, our need for beauty. Homer's

conceptions of the physical universe

were, I imagine, grotesque ; but

really, under the shock of hearing

from modern science that ' the world

is not subordinated to man's use, and

that man is not the cynosure of things
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terrestrial/ I could, for my own part,

desire no better comfort than Homer s

line which I quoted just now,

tAi^tov yotyo Moipat dvfxov $k<jav avOpcinroKTiv—
' for an enduring heart have the des-

tinies appointed to the children of

men'

!

And the more that men's minds are

cleared, the more that the results of

science are frankly accepted, the more

that poetry and eloquence come to be

received and studied as what in truth

they really are,—the criticism of life

by gifted men, alive and active with

extraordinary power at an unusual

number of points ;—so much the more

will the value of humane letters, and

of art also, which is an utterance hav-

ing a like kind of power with theirs,



II LITERATURE AND SCIENCE 125

be felt and acknowledged, and their

place in education be secured.

Let us therefore, all of us, avoid

indeed as much as possible any in-

vidious comparison between the merits

of humane letters, as means of educa-

tion, and the merits of the natural

sciences. But when some President

of a Section for Mechanical Science

insists on making the comparison, and

tells us that * he who in his training

has substituted literature and history

for natural science has chosen the less

useful alternative/ let us make answer

to him that the student of humane

letters only, will, at least, know also

the great general conceptions brought

in by modern physical science ; for

science, as Professor Huxley says,
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forces them upon us all. But the

student of the natural sciences only,

will, by our very hypothesis, know

nothing of humane letters ; not to

mention that in setting himself to

be perpetually accumulating natural

knowledge, he sets himself to do what

only specialists have in general the

gift for doing genially. And so he

will probably be unsatisfied, or at any

rate incomplete, and even more in-

complete than the student of humane

letters only.

I once mentioned in a school-report,

how a young man in one of our English

training colleges having to paraphrase

the passage in Macbeth beginning,

'Can'st thou not minister to a mind diseased?'

turned this line into, * Can you not wait
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upon the lunatic?' And I remarked

what a curious state of things it would

be, if every pupil of our national schools

knew, let us say, that the moon is two

thousand one hundred and sixty miles

in diameter, and thought at the same

time that a good paraphrase for

* Can'st thou not minister to a mind diseased ?

'

was, ' Can you not wait upon the

lunatic ?' If one is driven to choose,

I think I would rather have a young

person ignorant about the moon's

diameter, but aware that ' Can you not

wait upon the lunatic ?
' is bad, than

a young person whose education had

been such as to manage things the

other way.

Or to go higher than the pupils of

our national schools. I have in my
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mind's eye a member of our British

Parliament who comes to travel here

in America, who afterwards relates

his travels, and who shows a really-

masterly knowledge of the geology of

this great country and of its mining

capabilities, but who ends by gravely

suggesting that the United States

should borrow a prince from our

Royal Family, and should make him

their king, and should create a House

of Lords of great landed proprietors

after the pattern of ours ; and then

America, he thinks, would have her

future happily and perfectly secured.

Surely, in this case, the President of

the Section for Mechanical Science

would himself hardly say that our

member of Parliament, by concentrat-
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ing himself upon geology and miner-

alogy, and so on, and not attending

to literature and history, had ' chosen

the more useful alternative.'

If then there is to be separation

and option between humane letters

on the one hand, and the natural

sciences on the other, the great

majority of mankind, all who have

not exceptional and overpowering

aptitudes for the study of nature,

would do well, I cannot but think, to

choose to be educated in humane

letters rather than in the natural

sciences. Letters will call out their

being at more points, will make them

live more.

I said that before I ended I would

just touch on the question of classical
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education, and I will keep my word.

Even if literature Is to retain a large

place in our education, yet Latin and

Greek, say the friends of progress,

will certainly have to go. Greek is

the grand offender in the eyes of

these gentlemen. The attackers of

the established course of study think

that against Greek, at any rate, they

have irresistible arguments. Litera-

ture may perhaps be needed in educa-

tion, they say ; but why on earth

should it be Greek literature ? Why
not French or German ? Nay, ' has

not an Englishman models in his own

literature of every kind of excellence ?

As before, it is not on any weak plead-

ings of my own that I rely for con-

vincing the galnsayers ; it is on the
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constitution of human nature itself,

and on the instinct of self-preservation

in humanity. The instinct for beauty

is set in human nature, as surely as the

instinct for knowledge is set there, or

the instinct for conduct. If the in-

stinct for beauty is served by Greek

literature and art as it is served by

no other literature and art, we may
trust to the instinct of self-preservation

in humanity for keeping Greek as part

of our culture. We may trust to it

for even making the study of Greek

more prevalent than it is now. Greek

will come, I hope, some day to be

studied more rationally than at pre-

sent ; but it will be increasingly

studied as men increasingly feel the

need in them for beauty, and how
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powerfully Greek art and Greek litera-

ture can serve this need. Women

will again study Greek, as Lady Jane

Grey did ; I believe that in that chain

of forts, with which the fair host of

the Amazons are now engirdling our

English universities, I find that here

in America, in colleges like Smith

College in Massachusetts, and Vassar

College in the State of New York,

and in the happy families of the

mixed universities out West, they are

studying it already.

Defuit una miJii symmetria prisca,

—' The antique symmetry was the one

thing wanting to me,' said Leonardo da

Vinci ; and he was an Italian. I will

not presume to speak for the Ameri-

cans, but I am sure that, in the Eng-
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lishman, the want of this admirable

symmetry of the Greeks Is a thousand

times more great and crying than In

any ItaHan. The results of the want

show themselves most glaringly, per-

haps, In our architecture, but they show

themselves, also. In all our art. Fit

details strictly combijted, in view of a

large general restilt nobly conceived;

that Is just the beautiful symmetria

prisca of the Greeks, and it Is just where

we English fail, where all our art fails.

Striking ideas we have, and well-

executed details we have ; but that

high symmetry which, with satisfying

and delightful effect, combines them,

we seldom or never have. The glori-

ous beauty of the Acropolis at Athens

did not come from single fine things
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Stuck about on that hill, a statue here,

a gateway there ;—no, It arose from

all things being perfectly combined

for a supreme total effect. What

must not an Englishman feel about

our deficiencies in this respect, as the

sense for beauty, whereof this sym-

metry Is an essential element, awakens

and strengthens within him ! what will

not one day be his respect and desire

for Greece and Its symmetria prisca,

when the scales drop from his eyes as

he walks the London streets, and he

sees such a lesson in meanness as the

Strand, for Instance, In Its true de-

formity ! But here we are coming to

our friend Mr. Ruskln's province, and

I will not Intrude upon It, for he is Its

very sufficient guardian.
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And SO we at last find, it seems, we

find flowing in favour of the humani-

ties the natural and necessary stream

of things, which seemed against them

when we started. The ' hairy quad-

ruped furnished with a tail and pointed

ears, probably arboreal in his habits,'

this good fellow carried hidden in his

nature, apparently, something destined

to develop into a necessity for humane

letters. Nay, more ; we seem finally

to be even led to the further conclusion

that our hairy ancestor carried in his

nature, also, a necessity for Greek.

And therefore, to say the truth,

I cannot really think that humane

letters are in much actual danger

of being thrust out from their lead-

ing place in education, in spite of
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the array of authorities against them

at this moment. So long as human

nature is what it is, their attractions

will remain irresistible. As w^ith

Greek, so with letters generally : they

will some day come, we may hope,

to be studied more rationally, but they

will not lose their place. What will

happen will rather be that there will

be crowded into education other mat-

ters besides, far too many ; there will

be, perhaps, a period of unsettlement

and confusion and false tendency
;

but letters will not in the end lose

their leading place. If they lose it

for a time, they will get it back again.

We shall be brought back to them by

our wants and aspirations. And a

poor humanist may possess his soul
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in patience, neither strive nor cry,

admit the energy and brilHancy of

the partisans of physical science, and

their present favour with the public,

to be far greater than his own, and

still have a happy faith that the nature

of things works silently on behalf of

the studies which he loves, and that,

while we shall all have to acquaint our-

selves with the great results reached

by modern science, and to give our-

selves as much training in its disci-

plines as we can conveniendy carry,

yet the majority of men will always

require humane letters ; and so much

the more, as they have the more and-

the greater results of science to relate

to the need in man for conduct, and

to the need in him for beauty.



THE GOOD BRAHMIN.

DOES HAPPINESS RESULT FROM IGNORANCE OR FROM
KNOWLEDGE ?

In my travels I once happened to meet with an

aged Brahmin. This man had a great share of un-

derstanding and prudence, and was very learned.

He was also very rich, and his riches added greatly

to his popularity, for, wanting nothing that wealth

could procure, he had no desire to defraud any one.

His family was admirably managed by three hand-

some wives, who always studied to please him, and

when he was weary of their society, he had recourse

to the study of philosophy.

Not far from his house, which was handsome,
well furnished, and embellished with delightful gar-

dens, dwelt an old Indian woman who was a great

bigot, ignorant, and withal very poor.
"I wish," said the Brahmin to me one day, "I had

never been born."

"Why so?" said I.

"Because," said he, "I have been studying these

forty years, and I find it has been so much time lost.

While I teach others I know nothing myself. The
sense of my condition is so humiliating, it makes all

things so distasteful to me, that life has become a bur-
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den. I have been born, and I exist in time, without

knowing what time is. I am placed, as our wise men
say, in the confines between two eternities, and yet I

have no idea of eternity. I am composed of matter,

I think, but have never been able to satisfy myself
what it is that produces thought. I even am ignorant
whether my understanding is a simple faculty I pos-

sess, like that of walking and digesting, or if I think

with my head in the same manner as I take hold of

a thing with my hands. I am not only thus in the

dark with relation to the principles of thought, but

the principles of my motions are entirely unknown to

me. I do not know why I exist, and yet I am applied

to every day for a solution of the enigma. I must

return an answer, but can say nothing satisfactory

on the subject. I talk a great deal, and when I have

done speaking remain confounded and ashamed of

what I have said.

"I am in still greater perplexity when I am asked

if Brahma was produced by Vishnu, or if they have

both existed from eternity. God is my judge that I

know nothing of the matter, as plainly appears by my
answers. 'Reverend father,' says one, 'be pleased

to inform me how evil is spread over the face of the

earth.' I am as much at a loss as those who ask the

question. Sometimes I tell them that everything is

for the best ; but those who have the gout or the stone

those who have lost their fortunes or their limbs

in the wars believe as little of this assertion as I do

myself. I retire to my own house full of curiosity,
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and endeavor to enlighten my ignorance by consult-

ing the writings of our ancient sages, but they only
serve to bewilder me the more. When I talk with my
brethren upon this subject, some tell me we ought to

make the most of life and laugh at the world. Others

think they know something, and lose themselves in

vain and chimerical hypotheses. Every effort I

make to solve the mystery adds to the load I feel.

Sometimes I am ready to fall into despair when I

reflect that, after all my researches, I neither know
from whence I came, what I am, whither I shall go,

or what is to become of me."

The condition in which I saw this good man gave
me real concern. No one could be more rational, no
one more open and honest. It appeared to me that

the force of his understanding and the sensibility of

his heart were the causes of his misery.
The same day I had a conversation with the old

woman, his neighbor. I asked her if she had ever

been unhappy for not understanding how her soul

was made ? She did not even comprehend my ques-
tion. She had not, for the briefest moment in

her life, had a thought about these subjects with

which the good Brahmin had so tormented himself.

She believed from the bottom of her heart in the

metamorphoses of her god, Vishnu, and, provided
she could get some of the sacred water of the Ganges
in which to make her ablutions, she thought herself

the happiest of women.
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Struck with the happiness of this poor creature, I

returned to my philosopher, whom I thus addressed :

"Are you not ashamed to be thus miserable when,
not fifty yards from you, there is an old automaton
who thinks of nothing and lives contented ?"

"You are right," he replied. "I have said to my-
self a thousand times that I should be happy if I were

but as ignorant as my old neighbor, and yet it is a

happiness I do not desire."

This reply of the Brahmin made a greater impres-
sion on me than anything that had passed. I con-

sulted my own heart and found that I myself should

not wish to be happy on condition of being ignorant.
I submitted this matter to some philosophers, and

they were all of my opinion ; and yet, said I, there is

something very contradictory in this manner of

thinking, for, after all, what is the question? Is it

not to be happy ? What signifies it then whether we
have understandings or whether we are fools ? Be-

sides, there is this to be said: those who are con-

tented with their condition are sure of that content,

while those who have the faculty df reasoning are not

always sure of reasoning right. It is evident then, I

continued, that we ought rather to wish not to have

common sense, if that common sense contributes to

our being either miserable or wicked.

They were all of my opinion, and yet not one of

them could be found to accept of happiness on the

terms of being ignorant. From hence I concluded
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that, although we may set a great value upon happi-

ness, we set a still greater upon reason.

But after mature reflection upon this subject I still

thought there was great madness in preferring reason

to happiness. How is this contradiction to be ex-

plained ? Like all other questions, a great deal may
be said about it.



































































VIII

NOMINALIST AND REALIST

IN countless upward-striving waves

The moon-drawn tide-wave strives:

In thousand far-transplanted grafts

The parent fruit survives;

So, in the new-born millions,

The perfect Adam lives.

Not less are summer mornings dear

To every child they wake,

And each with novel life his sphere

Fills for his proper sake.



NOMINALIST AND REALIST

1C
ANNOT often enough say that a man is

only a relative and representative nature.

Each is a hint of the truth, but far enough from

being that truth which yet he quite newly and

inevitably suggests to us. If I seek it in him I

shall not find it. Could any man conduct into

me the pure stream of that which he pretends
to be ! Long afterwards I find that quality else-

where which he promised me. The genius of

the Platonists is intoxicating to the student, yet
how few particulars of it can I detach from all

their books. The man momentarily stands for

the thought, but will not bear examination ; and

a society of men will cursorily represent well

enough a certain quality and culture, for example,

chivalry or beauty of manners ; but separate
them and there is no gentleman and no lady in

the group.
1 The least hint sets us on the pur-

suit of a character which no man realizes. We
have such exorbitant eyes that on seeing the

smallest arc we complete the curve, and when
the curtain is lifted from the diagram which it

seemed to veil, we are vexed to find that no

more was drawn than just that fragment of an
in
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arc which we first beheld. We are greatly too

liberal in our construction of each other's faculty

and promise. Exactly what the parties have al-

ready done they shall do again ; but that which

we inferred from their nature and inception,

they will not do. That is in nature, but not in

them. That happens in the world, which we
often witness in a public debate. Each of the

speakers expresses himself imperfectly ; no one

of them hears much that another says, such is

the preoccupation of mind of each ; and the

audience, who have only to hear and not to

speak, judge very wisely and superiorly how

wrongheaded and unskilful is each of the de-

baters to his own affair. Great men or men of

great gifts you shall easily find, but symmetrical
men never.1 When I meet a pure intellectual

force or a generosity of affection, I believe here

then is man ; and am presently mortified by the

discovery that this individual is no more avail-

able to his own or to the general ends than his

companions ; because the power which drew my
respect is not supported by the total symphony
of his talents. All persons exist to society by
some shining trait of beauty or utility which

they have. We borrow the proportions of the

man from that one fine feature, and finish the
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portrait symmetrically ; which is false, for the

rest of his body is small or deformed. I observe

a person who makes a good public appearance,
and conclude thence the perfection of his private

character, on which this is based ; but he has no

private character. He is a graceful cloak or lay-

figure for holidays. All our poets, heroes and

saints, fail utterly in some one or in many parts
to satisfy our idea, fail to draw our spontaneous
interest, and so leave us without any hope of

realization but in our own future. Our exag-

geration of all fine characters arises from the fact

that we identify each in turn with the soul. But
there are no such men as we fable ; no Jesus,
nor Pericles, nor Caesar, nor Angelo, nor Wash-

ington, such as we have made. We consecrate

a great deal of nonsense because it was allowed

by great men. There is none without his foible.

I believe that if an angel should come to chant

the chorus of the moral law, he would eat too

much gingerbread, or take liberties with private

letters, or do some precious atrocity. It is bad

enough that our geniuses cannot do anything

useful, but it is worse that no man is fit for

society who has fine traits. He is admired at

a distance, but he cannot come near without

appearing a cripple. The men of fine parts
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protect themselves by solitude, or by courtesy,
or by satire, or by an acid worldly manner ;

each concealing as he best can his incapacity
for useful association, but they want either love

or self-reliance.

Our native love of reality joins, with this

experience to teach us a little reserve, and to

dissuade a too sudden surrender to the brilliant

qualities of persons. Young people admire tal-

ents or particular excellences ; as we grow older

we value total powers and effects, as the im-

pression, the quality, the spirit of men and

things. The genius is all. The man, it is his

system : we do not try a solitary word or act,

but his habit. The acts which you praise, I

praise not, since they are departures from his

faith, and are mere compliances. The magnetism
which arranges tribes and races in one polarity
is alone to be respected ; the men are steel-fil-

ings. Yet we unjustly select a particle, and say,
c O steel-filing number one ! what heart-draw-

ings I feel to thee ! what prodigious virtues are

these of thine ! how constitutional to thee, and

incommunicable !

' Whilst we speak the load-

stone is withdrawn ; down falls our filing in a

heap with the rest, and we continue our mum-
mery to the wretched shaving. Let us go for
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universals ; for the magnetism, not for the nee-

dles. Human life and its persons are poor em-

pirical pretensions. A personal influence is an

ignis fatuus. If they say it is great, it is great;
if they say it is small, it is small ; you see it, and

you see it not, by turns ; it borrows all its size

from the momentary estimation of the speakers :

the Will-of-the-wisp vanishes ifyou go too near,

vanishes if you go too far, and only blazes at

one angle. Who can tell if Washington be

a great man or no ? Who can tell if Franklin

be ?

'

Yes, or any but the twelve, or six, or three

great gods of fame ? And they too loom and
fade before the eternal.

We are amphibious creatures, weaponed for

two elements, having two sets of faculties, the

particular and the catholic. We adjust our in-

strument for general observation, and sweep the

heavens as easily as we pick out a single figure
in the terrestrial landscape. We are practically

skilful in detecting elements for which we have

no place in our theory, and no name. Thus we
are very sensible of an atmospheric influence in

men and in bodies of men, not accounted for in

an arithmetical addition of all their measurable

properties. There is a genius of a nation, which

is not to be found in the numerical citizens.
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but which characterizes the society. England,

strong, punctual, practical, well-spoken England
I should not find if I should go to the island to

seek it. In the parliament, in the play-house,
at dinner-tables, I might see a great number of

rich, ignorant, book-read, conventional, proud
men, many old women, and not anywhere
the Englishman who made the good speeches,
combined the accurate engines, and did the bold

and nervous deeds. It is even worse in Amer-

ica, where, from the intellectual quickness of the

race, the genius of the country is more splendid
in its promise and more slight in its perform-
ance. 1 Webster cannot do the work of Webster.

We conceive distinctly enough the French, the

Spanish, the German genius, and it is not the

less real that perhaps we should not meet in

either of those nations a single individual who

corresponded with the type. We infer the spirit

of the nation in great measure from the language,
which is a sort of monument to whix:h each forci-

ble individual in a course of many hundred years
has contributed a stone. And, universally, a

good example of this social force is the veracity
of language, which cannot be debauched. In

any controversy concerning morals, an appeal

may be made with safety to the sentiments which
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the language of the people expresses. Proverbs,
words and grammar-inflections convey the pub-
lic sense with more purity and precision than

the wisest individual.

In the famous dispute with the Nominalists,
the Realists had a good deal of reason. 1 Gen-
eral ideas are essences. They are our gods :

they round and ennoble the most partial and
sordid way of living. Our proclivity to details

cannot quite degrade our life and divest it of

poetry. The day-laborer is reckoned as stand-

ing at the foot of the social scale, yet he is sat-

urated with the laws of the world. His mea-

sures are the hours ; morning and night, solstice

and equinox, geometry, astronomy and all the

lovely accidents of nature play through his mind.

Money, which represents the prose of life, and

which is hardly spoken of in parlors without an

apology, is, in its effects and laws, as beautiful

as roses. Property keeps the accounts of the

world, and is always moral. The property will

be found where the labor, the wisdom and the

virtue have been in nations, in classes 2 and (the
whole life-time considered, with the compen-
sations) in the individual also. How wise the

world appears, when the laws and usages of na-

tions are largely detailed, and the completeness
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of the municipal system is considered ! No-

thing is left out. If you go into the markets

and the custom-houses, the insurers' and nota-

ries' offices, the offices of sealers of weights and

measures, of inspection of provisions, it will

appear as if one man had made it all. Wherever

you go, a wit like your own has been before

you, and has realized its thought. The Eleu-

sinian mysteries, the Egyptian architecture, the

Indian astronomy, the Greek sculpture, show
that there always were seeing and knowing men
in the planet. The world is full of masonic

ties, of.guilds, of secret and public legions of

honor ; that of scholars, for example ; and that

of gentlemen, fraternizing with the upper class

of every country and every culture. 1

I am very much struck in literature by the

appearance that one person wrote all the books ;

as if the editor of a journal planted his body of

reporters in different parts of the field of action,

and relieved some by others from time to time ;

but there is such equality and identity both of

judgment and point of view in the narrative that

it is plainly the work of one all-seeing, all-hear-

ing gentleman. I looked into Pope's Odyssey
yesterday : it is as correct and elegant after our

canon of to-day as if it were newly written. The
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modernness of all good books seems to give me
an existence as wide as man. 1 What is well done
I feel as if I did; what is ill done I reck not

of. Shakspeare's passages of passion (for exam-

ple, in Lear and Hamlet) are in the very dialect

of the present year. I am faithful again to the

whole over the members in my use of books.

I find the most pleasure in reading a book in

a manner least flattering to the author. I read

Proclus, and sometimes Plato, as I might read

a dictionary, for a mechanical help to the fancy
and the imagination. I read for the lustres, as

if one should use a fine picture in a chromatic

experiment, for its rich colors. 'T is not Proclus,

but a piece of nature and fate that I explore. It

is a greater joy to see the author's author, than

himself. A higher pleasure of the same kind

I found lately at a concert, where I went to hear

Handel's Messiah. As the master overpowered
the littleness and incapableness of the perform-
ers and made them conductors of his electricity,

so it was easy to observe what efforts nature was

making, through so many hoarse, wooden and

imperfect persons, to produce beautiful voices,

fluid and soul-guided men and women. The

genius of nature was paramount at the oratorio.2

This preference of the genius to the parts is
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the secret ofthat deification of art, which is found

in all superior minds. Art, in the artist, is pro-

portion, or a habitual respect to the whole by
an eye loving beauty in details. And the won-
der and charm of it is the sanity in insanity
which it denotes. Proportion is almost impos-
sible to human beings. There is no one who
does not exaggerate. In conversation, men are

encumbered with personality, and talk too much.
In modern sculpture, picture and poetry, the

beauty is miscellaneous ; the artist works here

and there and at all points, adding and adding,
instead of unfolding the unit of his thought.
Beautiful details we must have, or no artist ; but

they must be means and never other. The eye
must not lose sight for a moment of the pur-

pose. Lively boys write to their ear and eye,

and the cool reader finds nothing but sweet

jingles in it. When they grow older, they re-

spect the argument.
We obey the same intellectual integrity when

we study in exceptions the law of the world.

Anomalous facts, as 'the never quite obsolete

rumors of magic and demonology, and the new

allegations of phrenologists and neurologists,
are of ideal use. They are good indications.

Homoeopathy is insignificant as an art of heal-
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ing, but of great value as criticism on the hygeia
or medical practice of the time. So with Mes-

merism, Swedenborgism, Fourierism, and the

Millennial Church ; they are poor pretensions

enough, but good criticism on the science, phi-

losophy and preaching of the day. For these

abnormal insights of the adepts ought to be

normal, and things of course. 1

All things show us that on every side we are

very near to the best. It seems not worth while

to execute with too much pains some one in-

tellectual, or aesthetical, or civil feat, when pre-

sently the dream will scatter, and we shall burst

into universal power. The reason of idleness

and of crime is the deferring of our hopes.
Whilst we are waiting we beguile the time with

jokes, with sleep, with eating and with crimes.

Thus we settle it in our cool libraries, that

all the agents with which we deal are subalterns,

which we can well afford to let pass, and life

will be simpler when we live at the centre and
flout the surfaces. I wish to speak with all re-

spect of persons, but sometimes I must pinch

myself to keep awake and preserve the due de-

corum. They melt so fast into each other that

they are like grass and trees, and it needs an
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effort to treat them as individuals. Though the

uninspired man certainly finds persons a con-

veniency in household matters, the divine man
does not respect them ; he sees them as a rack

of clouds, or a fleet of ripples which the wind
drives over the surface of the water. 1 But this

is flat rebellion. Nature will not be Buddhist :

she resents generalizing, and insults the philoso-

pher in every moment with a million of fresh

particulars. It is all idle talking : as much as a

man is a whole, so is he also a part ; and it were

partial not to see it. What you say in your

pompous distribution only distributes you into

your class and section. You have not got rid of

parts by denying them, but are the more par-
tial. You are one thing, but Nature is one thing
and the other thing, in the same moment.2 She

will not remain orbed in a thought, but rushes

into persons; and when each person, inflamed to

a fury of personality, would conquer all things
to his poor crotchet, she raises up against him
another person, and by many persons incarnates

again a sort of whole. She will have all. Nick
Bottom cannot play all the parts, work it how
he may; there will be somebody else, and the

world will be round. Everything must have its

flower or effort at the beautiful, coarser or finer
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according to its stuff. They relieve and recom-

mend each other, and the sanity of society is a

balance of a thousand insanities. She punishes

abstractionists, and will only forgive an induc-

tion which is rare and casual. We like to come
to a height of land and see the landscape, just
as we value a general remark in conversation.

But it is not the intention of Nature that we
should live by general views. We fetch fire and

water, run about all day among the shops and

markets, and get our clothes and shoes made
and mended, and are the victims of these de-

tails ; and once in a fortnight we arrive perhaps
at a rational moment. If we were not thus in-

fatuated, if we saw the real from hour to hour,
we should not be here to write and to read,

but should have been burned or frozen long

ago. She would never get anything done, if

she suffered Admirable Crichtons and universal

geniuses. She loves better a wheelwright who
dreams all night of wheels, and a groom who is

part of his horse ; for she is full of work, and
these are her hands. As the frugal farmer takes

care that his cattle shall eat down the rowen,
and swine shall eat the waste of his house, and

poultry shall pick the crumbs, so our eco-

nomical mother dispatches a new genius and
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habit of mind into every district and condition

of existence, plants an eye wherever a new ray
of light can fall, and gathering up into some
man every property in the universe, establishes

thousand-fold occult mutual attractions among
her offspring, that all this wash and waste of

power may be imparted and exchanged.
Great dartgers undoubtedly accrue from this

incarnation and distribution of the godhead, and
hence Nature has her maligners, as if she were

Circe ; and Alphonso of Castile fancied he could

have given useful advice. But she does not go
unprovided; she has hellebore at the bottom
of the cup.

1 Solitude would ripen a plentiful

crop of despots. The recluse thinks of men as

having his manner, or as not having his man-
ner ; and as having degrees of it, more and less.

But when he comes into a public assembly he

sees that men have very different manners from
his own, and in their way admirable. In his

childhood and youth he has had many checks

and censures, and thinks modestly enough of

his own endowment. When afterwards he comes
to unfold it in propitious circumstance, it seems

the only talent ; he is delighted with his suc-

cess, and accounts himself already the fellow of

the great. But he goes into a mob, into a bank-
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ing house, into a mechanic's shop, into a mill,

into a laboratory, into a ship, into a camp, and

in each new place he is no better than an idiot ;

other talents take place, and rule the hour. The
rotation which whirls every leaf and pebble to

the meridian, reaches to every gift of man, and

we all take turns at the top.

For Nature, who abhors mannerism, has set

her heart on breaking up all styles and tricks,

and it is so much easier to do what one has

done before than to do a new thing, that there

is a perpetual tendency to a set mode. In every

conversation, even the highest, there is a cer-

tain trick, which may be soon learned by an

acute person, and then that particular style con-

tinued indefinitely. Each man too is a tyrant in

tendency, because he would impose his idea on
others ; and their trick is their natural defence.

Jesus would absorb the race ; but Tom Paine

or the coarsest blasphemer helps humanity by

resisting this exuberance of power. Hence the

immense benefit of party in politics, as it reveals

faults of character in a chief, which the intellec-

tual force of the persons, with ordinary oppor-

tunity and not hurled into aphelion by hatred,

could not have seen. Since we are all so stupid,
what benefit that there should be two stupidi-
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ties ! It is like that brute advantage so essential

to astronomy, of having the diameter of the

earth's orbit for a base of its triangles. Demo-

cracy is morose, and runs to anarchy, but in the

State and in the schools it is indispensable to

resist the consolidation of all men into a few

men. If John was perfect, why are you and I

alive ?
r As long as any man exists, there is

some need of him ; let him fight for his own.

A new poet has appeared ; a new character ap-

proached us ; why should we refuse to eat bread

until we have found his regiment and section

in our old army-files ? Why not a new man ?

Here is a new enterprise of Brook Farm, of

Skeneateles, of Northampton :
2
why so impa-

tient to baptize them Essenes, or Port-Royalists,
or Shakers, or by any known and effete name ?

Let it be a new way of living. Why have only
two or three ways of life, and not thousands ?

Every man is wanted, and no man is wanted

much. We came this time for condiments, not

for corn. We want the great genius only for

joy ; for one star more in our constellation, for

one tree more in our grove. But he thinks we
wish to belong to him, as he wishes to occupy
us. He greatly mistakes us. I think I have

done well if I have acquired a new word from
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a good author; and my business with him is to

find my own, though it were only to melt him
down into an epithet or an image for daily use :

" Into paint will I grind thee, my bride!
" x

To embroil the confusion and make it im-

possible to arrive at any general statement,

when we have insisted on the imperfection of

individuals, our affections and our experience

urge that every individual is entitled to honor,
and a very generous treatment is sure to be re-

paid: A recluse sees only two or three persons,
and allows them all their room ; they spread
themselves at large. The statesman looks at

many, and compares the few habitually with

others, and these look less. Yet are they not

entitled to this generosity of reception ? and is

not munificence the means of insight ? For

though gamesters say that the cards beat all the

players, though they were never so skilful, yet in

the contest we are now considering, the players
are also the game, and share the power of the

cards. If you criticise a fine genius, the odds are

that you are out of your reckoning, and instead

of the poet, are censuring your own caricature

of him. For there is somewhat spheral and in-

finite in every man, especially in every genius,
in
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which, if you can come very near him, sports
with all your limitations. For rightly every man
is a channel through which heaven floweth,

1 and
whilst I fancied I was criticising him, I was cen-

suring or rather terminating my own soul. After

taxing Goethe as a courtier, artificial, unbeliev-

ing, worldly, I took up this book of Helena,
and found him an Indian of the wilderness, a

piece of pure nature like an apple or an oak,

large as morning or night, and virtuous as a

brier-rose.

But care is taken that the whole tune shall be

played. If we were not kept among surfaces,

everything would be large and universal ; now
the excluded attributes burst in on us with the

more brightness that they have been excluded.
" Your turn now, my turn next," is the rule of

the game.
2 The universality being hindered in

its primary form, comes in the secondary form
of all sides; the points come in succession to the

meridian, and by the speed of rotation a new
whole is formed. Nature keeps herself whole
and her representation complete in the experi-
ence of each mind. She suffers no seat to be

vacant in her college. It is the secret of the

world that all things subsist and do not die, but

only retire a little from sight and afterwards
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return again. Whatever does not concern us is

concealed from us. As soon as a person is no

longer related to our present well-being, he is

concealed, or dies> as we say. Really, all things
and persons are related to us, but according to

our nature they act on us not at once but in

succession, and we are made aware of their pre-
sence one at a time. All persons, all things
which we have known, are here present, and

many more than we see ; the world is full. As
the ancient said, the world is a plenum or solid ;

and if we saw all things that really surround us

we should be imprisoned and unable to move.
For though nothing is impassable to the soul,

but all things are pervious to it and like high-

ways, yet this is only whilst the soul does not see

them. As soon as the soul sees any object, it

stops before that object. Therefore the divine

Providence which keeps the universe open in

every direction to the soul, conceals all the fur-

niture and all the persons that do not concern

a particular soul, from the senses of that indi-

vidual. Through solidest eternal things the man
finds his road as if they did not subsist, and does

not once suspect their being. As soon as he

needs a new object, suddenly he beholds it, and
no longer attempts to pass through it, but takes
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another way. When he has exhausted for the

time the nourishment to be drawn from any one

person or thing, that object is withdrawn from

his observation, and though still in his immedi-
ate neighborhood, he does not suspect its pre-
sence. Nothing is dead : men feign themselves

dead, and endure mock funerals and mournful

obituaries, and there they stand looking out of

the window, sound and well, in some new and

strange disguise. Jesus is not dead ; he is very
well alive : nor John, nor Paul, nor Mahomet,
nor Aristotle ; at times we believe we have seen

them all, and could easily tell the names under
which they go.

If we cannot make voluntary and conscious

steps in the admirable science of universals, let

us see the parts wisely, and infer the genius of

nature from the best particulars with a becoming
charity. What is best in each kind is an index

of what should be the average of that thing.
Love shows me the opulence of nature, by dis-

closing to me in my friend a hidden wealth, and

I infer an equal depth of good in every other

direction. It is commonly said by farmers that

a good pear or apple costs no more time or

pains to rear than a poor one ; so I would have

no work of art, no speech, or action, or thought,
or friend, but the best.
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The end and the means, the gamester and the

game, life is made up of the intermixture and

reaction of these two amicable powers, whose

marriage appears beforehand monstrous, as each

denies and tends to abolish the other. We
must reconcile the contradictions as we can, but

their discord and their concord introduce wild

absurdities into our thinking and speech. No
sentence will hold the whole truth, and the only

way in which we can be just, is by giving our-

selves the lie
; Speech is better than silence ; si-

lence -is better than speech ; All things are in

contact ; every atom has a sphere of repulsion ;

Things are, and are not, at the same time ;

and the like. All the universe over, there is

but one thing, this old Two-Face, creator-crea-

ture, mind-matter, right-wrong, of which any

proposition may be affirmed or denied. Very
fitly therefore I assert that every man is a par-
tialist ; that nature secures him as an instrument

by self-conceit, preventing the tendencies to re-

ligion and science ; and now further assert, that,

each man's genius being nearly and affectionately

explored, he is justified in his individuality, as

his nature is found to be immense ; and now I

add that every man is a universalist also, and, as

our earth, whilst it spins on its own axis, spins
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all the time around the sun through the celestial

spaces, so the least of its rational children, the

most dedicated to his private affair, works out,

though as it were under a disguise, the universal

problem. We fancy men are individuals ; so are

pumpkins ; but every pumpkin in the field goes

through every point of pumpkin history. The
rabid democrat, as soon as he is senator and rich

man, has ripened beyond possibility of sincere

radicalism, and unless he can resist the sun, he

must be conservative the remainder of his days.

Lord Eldon said in his old age that " if he were

to begin life again, he would be damned but he

would begin as agitator."
We hide this universality if we can, but it

appears at all points. We are as ungrateful as

children. There is nothing we cherish and strive

to draw to us but in some hour we turn and rend

it. We keep a running fire of sarcasm at igno-
rance and the life of the senses ; then goes by,

perchance, a fair girl, a piece of life, gay and

happy, and making the commonest offices beau-

tiful by the energy and heart with which she

does them ; and seeing this we admire and love

her and them, and say,
c Lo ! a genuine crea-

ture of the fair earth, not dissipated or too early

ripened by books, philosophy, religion, society,
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or care ! 'insinuating a treachery and contempt
for all we had so long loved and wrought in our-

selves and others.

If we could have any security against moods !

If the profoundest prophet could be holden to

his words, and the hearer who is ready to sell all

and join the crusade could have any certificate

that to-morrow his prophet shall not unsay his

testimony ! But the Truth sits veiled there on

the Bench, and never interposes an adamantine

syllable ; and the most sincere and revolutionary

doctrine, put as if the ark of God were carried

forward some furlongs, and planted there for the

succor of the world, shall in a few weeks be coldly
set aside by the same speaker, as morbid ;

" I

thought I was right, but I was not," and the

same immeasurable credulity demanded for new
audacities. If we were not of all opinions ! if

we did not in any moment shift the platform
on which we stand, and look and speak from
another ! if there could be any regulation, any
c
one-hour-rule,' that a man should never leave

his point of view without sound of trumpet. I

am always insincere, as always knowing there

are other moods. 1

How sincere and confidential we can be, say-

ing all that lies in the mind, and yet go away
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feeling that all is yet unsaid, from the incapacity
of the parties to know each other, although they
use the same words ! My companion assumes

to know my mood and habit of thought, and we

go on from explanation to explanation until all

is said which words can, and we leave matters

just as they were at first, because of that vicious

assumption. Is it that every man believes every
other to be an incurable partialist, and himself a

universalist ? I talked yesterday with a pair of

philosophers ; I endeavored to show my good
men that I liked everything by turns and nothing

long ; that I loved the centre, but doated on the

superficies ; that I loved man, if men seemed
to me mice and rats ; that I revered saints, but

woke up glad that the old pagan world stood its

ground and died hard ; that I was glad of men
of every gift and nobility, but would not live in

their arms. Could they but once understand

that I loved to know that they existed, and

heartily wished them God-speed, yet, out of my
poverty of life and thought, had no word or wel-

come for them when they came to see me, and

could well consent to their living in Oregon for

any claim I felt on them, it would be a great
satisfaction.

1

























Bits From Bertrand 

Since I became a Rationalist I have found that there is still considerable scope in the 

world for the practical importance of a rationalist outlook, not only in matters of 

geology, but in all sorts of practical matters, such as divorce and birth control, and a 

question which has come up quite recently, artificial insemination, where bishops tell 

us that something is gravely sinful, but it is only gravely sinful because there is some 

text in the Bible about it. It is not gravely sinful because it does anybody harm, and 

that is not the argument. As long as you can say, and as long as you can persuade 

Parliament to go on saying, that a thing must not be done solely because there is 

some text in the Bible about it, so long obviously there is great need of Rationalism in 

practice. As you may know, I got into great trouble in the United States solely 

because, on some practical issues, I considered that the ethical advice given in the 

Bible was not conclusive, and that on some points one should act differently from 

what the Bible says. On this ground it was decreed by a Law Court that I was not a fit 

person to teach in any university in the United States, so that I have some practical 

ground for preferring Rationalism to other outlooks. 

 

Don't Be Too Certain! 

The question of how to define Rationalism is not altogether an easy one. I do not 

think that you could define it by rejection of this or that Christian dogma. It would 

be perfectly possible to be a complete and absolute Rationalist in the true sense of the 

term and yet accept this or that dogma. The question is how to arrive at your 

opinions and not what your opinions are. The thing in which we believe is the 



supremacy of reason. If reason should lead you to orthodox conclusions, well and 

good; you are still a Rationalist. To my mind the essential thing is that one should 

base one's arguments upon the kind of grounds that are accepted in science, and one 

should not regard anything that one accepts as quite certain, but only as probable in a 

greater or a less degree. Not to be absolutely certain is, I think, one of the essential 

things in rationality. 

 

Proof of God 

Here there comes a practical question which has often troubled me. Whenever I go 

into a foreign country or a prison or any similar place they always ask me what is my 

religion. 

I never know whether I should say "Agnostic" or whether I should say "Atheist". It is a 

very difficult question and I daresay that some of you have been troubled by it. As a 

philosopher, if I were speaking to a purely philosophic audience I should say that I 

ought to describe myself as an Agnostic, because I do not think that there is a 

conclusive argument by which one prove that there is not a God. 

On the other hand, if I am to convey the right impression to the ordinary man in the 

street I think I ought to say that I am an Atheist, because when I say that I cannot 

prove that there is not a God, I ought to add equally that I cannot prove that there are 

not the Homeric gods. 

None of us would seriously consider the possibility that all the gods of homer really 

exist, and yet if you were to set to work to give a logical demonstration that Zeus, 



Hera, Poseidon, and the rest of them did not exist you would find it an awful job. 

You could not get such proof. 

Therefore, in regard to the Olympic gods, speaking to a purely philosophical 

audience, I would say that I am an Agnostic. But speaking popularly, I think that all 

of us would say in regard to those gods that we were Atheists. In regard to the 

Christian God, I should, I think, take exactly the same line. 

 

Skepticism 

There is exactly the same degree of possibility and likelihood of the existence of the 

Christian God as there is of the existence of the Homeric God. I cannot prove that 

either the Christian God or the Homeric gods do not exist, but I do not think that 

their existence is an alternative that is sufficiently probable to be worth serious 

consideration. Therefore, I suppose that that on these documents that they submit to 

me on these occasions I ought to say "Atheist", although it has been a very difficult 

problem, and sometimes I have said one and sometimes the other without any clear 

principle by which to go. When one admits that nothing is certain one must, I think, 

also admit that some things are much more nearly certain than others. It is much 

more nearly certain that we are assembled here tonight than it is that this or that 

political party is in the right. Certainly there are degrees of certainty, and one should 

be very careful to emphasize that fact, because otherwise one is landed in an utter 

skepticism, and complete skepticism would, of course, be totally barren and 

completely useless. 



MICROMEGAS

A Philosophical Story

CHAPTER 1

The journey of a worldly inhabitant of the star Sirius
to the planet Saturn

ON one of the planets which orbit the star named Sirius there once
was a young man of great intelligence, whom I had the honour of
meeting when last he journeyed to our little anthill. He was called
Micromegas, a most suitable name for all men of stature. He was
eight leagues tall, and by eight leagues I mean twenty-four thousand
geometrical paces each measuring five feet.

Certain algebraists, persons ever useful to the public, will at once
reach for their pen and find that since Mr Micromegas, inhabitant of
the land of Sirius, measures twenty-four thousand paces from head
to toe, which is the equivalent of one hundred and twenty thousand
French feet,* and since we, the citizens of the earth, measure barely
five, and since our globe has a circumference of nine thousand
leagues, will find, I say, that it necessarily follows that the globe
which produced him must be exactly twenty-one million, six hun-
dred thousand times greater in circumference than our little Earth.
In nature nothing could be simpler or more commonplace. Compar-
ing the domains of some German or Italian sovereign, which may be
compassed in half an hour, with the empires of Turkey, or Muscovy,
or China, gives but a very inadequate picture of the prodigious
differences which nature has established between all beings.

His Excellency’s height being of the dimension stated, all our
sculptors and painters will readily agree that he can measure fifty
thousand French feet around the waist, which makes for a very
pretty proportion. As for his mind, it is one of our most cultivated.
He knows many things, and some of them he discovered himself.
When not yet two hundred and fifty years old, and still a pupil, in the
usual way, at the Jesuit college on his planet, he worked out more



than fifty of the propositions of Euclid for himself. That is eighteen
more than Blaise Pascal who, having worked out thirty-two of them
just for fun (or so his sister says),* subsequently became a rather
mediocre geometer and a very bad metaphysician. At about the age
of four hundred and fifty, towards the end of his childhood, he
dissected lots of those little insects which are no more than a hun-
dred feet in diameter and which cannot be seen through ordinary
microscopes. He wrote a most interesting book on the subject, but it
landed him in some trouble. The local mufti, who was a great pedant
and extremely ignorant, found some of the arguments in his book to
be suspect, offensive, foolhardy, and heretical, indeed to be steeped
in heresy; and he proceeded energetically against it. The case turned
on whether the substantial form of the fleas on Sirius was of the
same nature as that of the snails. Micromegas defended himself with
wit and won the ladies over to his side. The trial lasted two hundred
and twenty years. In the end the mufti had the book condemned by
legal experts who had not read it, and the author was ordered not to
appear at court for the next eight hundred years.

He was only moderately grieved to be banished from a court full
of nothing but needless fuss and pettiness. He wrote a very funny
song about the mufti, whom it little troubled, and set out to travel
from planet to planet in order to complete the education of his ‘heart
and mind’, as they say. Those who travel only by post-chaise or
berlin will doubtless be surprised at the carriages they have up there,
for down here on our little clod of earth we can conceive of nothing
beyond our own ways of doing things. Our traveller had a marvellous
grasp of the laws of gravity and of all the forces of attraction and
repulsion. He put this to such good use that he and his retinue
managed, sometimes with the help of a sunbeam, sometimes by
means of a convenient comet, to proceed from globe to globe like a
bird flitting from branch to branch. He covered the Milky Way in
almost no time, and I am obliged to confess that never once did he
glimpse, through the stars with which it is strewn, that fair empyreal
heaven which the celebrated Reverend Derham boasts of having seen
at the end of his telescope.* Not that I am claiming that Mr Derham
was mistaken in what he saw. God forbid! But Micromegas was on
the spot, he is a good observer, and I do not wish to contradict
anyone.

After a satisfactory spin Micromegas arrived on the globe of
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Saturn. Accustomed though he was to the sight of new things, he
found it impossible at first, on seeing the smallness of this globe and
its inhabitants, to suppress that smile of superiority which some-
times comes over even the most wise. For indeed Saturn is scarcely
nine hundred times bigger than the Earth, and the citizens of the
place are dwarfs a mere thousand fathoms or so tall. At first he and
his men had something of a joke at their expense, rather as an Italian
musician starts laughing at Lully’s music* when first he comes to
France. But as the Sirian was no fool, he very soon realized that a
thinking being may perfectly well not be ridiculous just because he is
only six thousand feet tall. He got to know the Saturnians, having at
first caused them some measure of surprise. He struck up a close
friendship with the Secretary of the Saturnian Academy, a most
intelligent man who had not, it is true, discovered anything of his
own, but who could give a very good account of the discoveries of
others, and who was moderately adept at producing light verse and
long calculations.* I shall here relate for the satisfaction of my readers
a singular conversation which Micromegas had one day with
Mr Secretary.

CHAPTER 2

The conversation between the inhabitant of Sirius
and that of Saturn

ONCE His Excellency had lain down and the Secretary had drawn
close to his face, Micromegas began:

‘One has to admit,’ he said, ‘that nature is very varied.’
‘Yes,’ said the Saturnian. ‘Nature is like a flower-bed in which the

flowers . . .’
‘Pah,’ said the other. ‘Enough of your flower-bed.’
‘It is like’, the Secretary continued, ‘a collection of blondes and

brunettes whose dresses . . .’
‘And what are your brunettes to me?’ said the other.
‘Well, then, it is like a gallery of paintings where the individual

features . . .’
‘But no,’ said the traveller. ‘I will say it again: nature is like nature.

Why cast about for comparisons?’
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‘To please you.’
‘I don’t want to be pleased,’ the traveller rejoined. ‘I want to be

instructed. You can start by telling me how many senses the people
on your globe have.’

‘We have seventy-two,’ said the academician, ‘and daily we com-
plain how few that is. Our imagination exceeds our needs. We find
that with our seventy-two senses, our ring, and our five moons, we
really are much too limited, and despite all our curiosity and the
quite considerable number of passions which derive from our seventy-
two senses, we still have plenty of time to get bored.’

‘I can well believe it,’ said Micromegas, ‘for on our globe we have
nearly a thousand senses, and we are still left with a kind of vague
longing, a sort of uneasiness, which constantly reminds us how
insignificant we are and that far more accomplished beings exist. I
have travelled a little. I have seen mortals who are considerably
inferior to us, and I have seen some who are considerably superior.
But I have never seen any who did not have more desires than they
had real needs, and more needs than they had possibilities of satisfac-
tion. Perhaps one day I shall find the place where nothing is lacking,
but so far no one has been able to give me firm news of such a place.’

The Saturnian and the Sirian then engaged in exhaustive con-
jecture, but after much highly ingenious and highly speculative
reasoning, they had to come back to the facts.

‘How long do you live for?’ said the Sirian.
‘Ah, a very short time,’ replied the little man from Saturn.
‘It’s just the same with us,’ said the Sirian. ‘We’re always com-

plaining that life is too short. It must be a universal law of nature.’
‘Alas,’ said the Saturnian, ‘we live only five hundred complete

revolutions of the sun. (This is the equivalent, by our reckoning, of
fifteen thousand years, or thereabouts.) So you see, it’s like dying
practically the instant you’re born. Our existence is but a point, our
lifespan a moment, our globe an atom. One has scarcely begun to
learn from instruction, and then death comes before we can learn
from experience. For my own part I dare not plan ahead. I feel like a
drop of water in an immense ocean. I am ashamed, especially in front
of you, of how ridiculous I must look in this world.’

Micromegas answered him:
‘If you were not a philosopher, I would be afraid of upsetting you

when I tell you that our life is seven times longer than yours. But, as
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you know only too well, when the moment comes to return one’s
body to the elements and to reanimate nature in a different form––
what they call dying––, when this moment of metamorphosis comes,
it makes absolutely no difference whether you have lived an eternity
or one single day. I have been in places where they live a thousand
times longer than we do, and I found that still they grumbled. But
wherever one goes, there are always some people with the good sense
to accept their lot and give thanks to the author of nature. He has
bestowed a profusion of varieties on the universe, but with a kind of
marvellous uniformity. For example, all thinking beings are differ-
ent, and yet all resemble each other fundamentally in possessing the
natural gift of thought and having desires. Matter everywhere has
extension, but on each globe it has different properties. How many
different properties have you established for your matter?’

‘If you mean’, said the Saturnian, ‘those properties without which
we think this globe could not exist in its present state, we make it three
hundred, including ones like extension, impenetrability, motion,
gravitation, divisibility, and so on.’

‘It would seem then’, replied the traveller, ‘that this small number
is sufficient for what the Creator had in mind for your little abode. I
marvel at his wisdom in everything. Everywhere I see differences,
but everywhere, too, I see proportion. Your globe is small, so are your
inhabitants. You have few sensations. Your matter has few properties.
That is all the work of Providence. What colour is your sun when
examined closely?’

‘A very yellowy white,’ said the Saturnian. ‘And when we divide
up one of its rays, we find seven colours in it.’

‘Our sun is a bit on the red side,’ said the Sirian, ‘and we have
thirty-nine primary colours. There is not one sun, amongst all those
I have been near, which looks like any other, just as with you there is
not one face which isn’t different from all the others.’

After several questions of this nature he enquired how many
essentially different substances there were on Saturn. He learnt that
there were only thirty, such as God, space, matter, beings with exten-
sion that sense, beings with extension that sense and think, thinking
beings that do not extend themselves, ones that interpenetrate, ones
that do not interpenetrate, and so on. The Sirian, who came from
where there were three hundred and had discovered three thousand
others in the course of his travels, caused the philosopher from
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Saturn some considerable astonishment. In the end, having shared
with each other a little of what they knew and much of what they
didn’t, and having spent one revolution of the sun in discussion,
they resolved to make a little philosophical journey together.

CHAPTER 3

The journey of two inhabitants of Sirius and Saturn

OUR two philosophers were ready to sail off into the atmosphere of
Saturn with a very fine supply of mathematical instruments, when
the Saturnian’s mistress got to hear of it and came to make tearful
remonstration. She was a pretty little brunette, a mere six hundred
and sixty fathoms tall but with many charms to make up for her
diminutive stature.

‘Ah, you cruel man!’ she burst out. ‘I’ve resisted you for fifteen
hundred years, and just as I was finally beginning to yield, just
when I’ve been in your arms a bare two hundred years, now you go
and leave me, off travelling with some giant from another world. Go
on, it was just idle curiosity, you never really loved me. If you were a
real Saturnian, you would be faithful. Where do you think you’re
going? What do you think you’re up to? You’re more of a rover than
any of our five moons and more fickle than our ring. Well, that’s it
then. I shall never love another.’

The philosopher embraced her and wept with her, for all that he
was a philosopher; and the woman, having duly swooned, went off
and found consolation with some local fop.

Meanwhile our two inquiring minds departed. First they hopped
on to the ring, which they found to be rather flat, just as a celebrated
inhabitant of our own little globe quite rightly predicted it would be.*
From there they proceeded easily from moon to moon. A comet was
passing very close to the last of these, and they hurled themselves
upon it together with their servants and their instruments. When
they had covered about a hundred and fifty million leagues, they
came to the satellites of Jupiter. They continued on to Jupiter itself
and spent a year there, during which time they discovered many fine
secrets. These would currently be at the printer’s, were it not for
those good gentlemen, the Inquisitors, who have found one or two of
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the propositions a trifle hard to swallow. But I have read the manu-
script in the library of the illustrious Archbishop of . . . who, with a
kindness and generosity that can never sufficiently be praised,
granted me permission to consult his books.

But let us return to our travellers. On leaving Jupiter they crossed
a space of about a hundred million leagues and passed close to the
planet Mars which, as everyone knows, is five times smaller than our
own little globe. They observed two moons which serve that planet
and which have escaped the gaze of our astronomers. I am well aware
that Father Castel will write––and quite entertainingly too––arguing
against the existence of these two moons.* But I appeal to those who
reason by analogy. These good philosophers know how difficult it
would be for Mars, which is so far from the sun, to manage with less
than two moons. Be that as it may, our two fellows found the planet so
small that they were afraid they would not find room enough to lie
down and sleep, and they continued on their way, like two travellers
turning their noses up at a paltry village inn and pressing on to the
next town. But the Sirian and his companion soon regretted their
decision. They carried on for a long time and found nothing. At last
they made out a small gleam of light. It was Earth. For people
coming from Jupiter it was a sorry sight. However, in case they
should have cause for regret a second time, they resolved to dis-
embark. They passed on to the tail of the comet and, finding an
aurora borealis close to hand, boarded it, and arrived on Earth on the
northern shore of the Baltic Sea, on the fifth day of July, in the year
seventeen hundred and thirty-seven, new style.

CHAPTER 4

What happens to them on the globe of Earth

AFTER resting for some time, they breakfasted off two mountains
which their servants had prepared for them moderately well. Then
they decided to reconnoitre the little place in which they found
themselves. First they went from north to south. The average steps
of the Sirian and his servants covered about thirty thousand French
feet. The dwarf from Saturn panted along far behind: the trouble
was that he had to take about twelve paces to the other’s one. Picture
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(if such comparisons be permitted) a tiny lapdog following a captain
in the King of Prussia’s guards.

As these particular foreigners were rather fast walkers, one circuit
of the globe took them thirty-six hours. A similar journey, it is true,
takes the sun, or rather the Earth, one day, but one must bear in
mind that it is much easier to turn on one’s axis than to walk on one’s
feet. So there they were, back where they started, having seen the
pond called the ‘Mediterranean’––which was almost imperceptible
to them––and that other little pool which, bearing the name of
‘Great Ocean’, surrounds this molehill. In the dwarf’s case the water
had never come above mid-calf, and the other had scarcely got his
heel wet. On the way down under, and on the way back over, they
made every effort to discover whether this globe was inhabited or
not. They stooped low, they lay down, they groped in every corner,
but their eyes and their hands not being in proportion to the little
beings crawling about here, they felt not the slightest sensation
which might have led them to suspect that we and our fellow
inhabitants on this globe have the honour to exist.

The dwarf, who was sometimes a little too hasty in his judgement,
decided at first that there was no one on Earth. His primary reason
was that he had not seen anyone. Micromegas intimated to him
politely that this was rather a poor way to reason.

‘For’, he said, ‘with your small eyes you are unable to see certain
stars of the fifth magnitude which I can make out quite distinctly. Do
you conclude from this that these stars do not exist?’

‘But’, said the dwarf, ‘I had a good feel.’
‘But’, replied the other, ‘you must have felt badly.’
‘But’, said the dwarf, ‘this globe is so badly constructed. It’s so

irregular, and the shape of it looks absolutely ridiculous to me!
Everything here seems chaotic. Do you see those little streams? Not
one of them runs in a straight line. And those ponds, which are
neither round, nor square, nor oval, nor regular in any shape or
form? And all these little pointed particles sticking up like bristles all
over the globe and which have torn the skin off my feet? (He meant
the mountains.) And just look at the shape of the whole thing, how
flat it is at the poles, how it moves round the sun in that awkward
way, and how this means that the climates at the poles are inevitably
barren? Frankly, what makes me thing there is no one here is that, as
I see it, no one with any sense would want to live here.’
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‘Or perhaps’, said Micromegas, ‘the people who do live here are
not people with sense. But, well, it does seem a little as though this
hasn’t all been put here for no reason. Everything seems to you
irregular, as you call it, because everything on Saturn and Jupiter is
laid out all neat and tidy. But then perhaps that’s the very reason why
there’s a measure of confusion here. Haven’t I told you how, in the
course of my travels, I have always found variety?’

The Saturnian replied to all these arguments. The debate would
have gone on for ever had not Micromegas fortunately broken the
string of his diamond necklace in the heat of the discussion. The
diamonds fell. They were pretty little stones of slightly different
sizes, with the largest ones weighing four hundred pounds and the
smallest fifty. The dwarf picked up one or two. He noticed on hold-
ing them up to his eyes that, thanks to the way they had been cut,
these diamonds made excellent microscopes. So he took a little
microscope with a diameter of a hundred and sixty feet and applied
it to his eyeball, and Micromegas chose one with a diameter of two
thousand five hundred feet. They were excellent, but to begin with
they could see nothing through them. Some adjustment was neces-
sary. At length the inhabitant of Saturn saw something imperceptible
moving about just beneath the surface of the Baltic Sea. It was a
whale. He picked it up very deftly with his little finger and, placing it
on his thumbnail, showed it to the Sirian who, for the second time,
began to laugh at the excessively small size of the inhabitants of our
globe. The Saturnian, now persuaded that our world is inhabited, at
once thought that it was so only by whales, and as he was much given
to rational analysis, he wanted to work out from whence so small an
atom derived its movement, and whether it had ideas, and a will, and
was free. Micromegas was much perplexed by all this. He examined
the animal most patiently, and concluded from his examination that
it was impossible to believe that a soul was lodged therein. The two
travellers were therefore inclined to think that there is no intelligent
life in this abode of ours when, with the aid of the microscope, they
saw something bigger than a whale floating on the Baltic Sea. As
everyone knows, a flock of philosophers was at that very moment on
its way back from the Arctic Circle, where they had gone in order to
make observations which it had not hitherto occurred to anyone else
to make.* The gazettes said that their vessel ran aground on the coast
of Bothnia and that they escaped with their lives only by the skin of
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their teeth. But in this world people never know the half of it. I
shall relate quite simply how things happened and without adding
anything of my own, which is no small feat for an historian.

CHAPTER 5

What the two travellers observed and how they reasoned

M ICROMEGAS very gently stretched out his hand to where the
object seemed to be and, moving two fingers forward and then draw-
ing them back in case he should make a false move, then opening and
shutting them, very adroitly took hold of the vessel bearing these
gentlemen and placed it likewise on his nail as before, without
squeezing too hard for fear of crushing it.

‘Here’s a very different sort of animal from the first,’ said the
dwarf from Saturn. The Sirian placed the alleged animal in the palm
of his hand. The passengers and crew, who had thought they were
being swept away by a hurricane and now believed they were on
some sort of rock, started rushing all over the place; sailors were
seizing hold of casks of wine, throwing them on to Micromegas’s
hand and hurling themselves after them, and geometers were grab-
bing their quadrants, their sectors, and the odd Lapp girl, and climb-
ing down on to the Sirian’s fingers. So much action was there that
the latter finally felt something moving and tickling his fingers. It
was the iron tip of a walking stick being driven a foot deep into his
index finger. He concluded from the pricking sensation that some-
thing had protruded from the little animal he was holding. But at
first his suspicions went no further than this. The microscope, which
only just allowed them to make out a whale and a ship, was useless
when it came to a being as imperceptible as man. It is not my inten-
tion to injure anyone’s pride in this matter, but I must ask those who
take themselves seriously to observe one small fact with me: which
is, that if we take a man’s height as being about five feet, then we cut
no greater figure on this Earth than would an animal approximately
one six-hundred-thousandth of an inch tall standing upon a ball with
a circumference of ten feet. Imagine a form of matter which could
hold the Earth in its hand and which had organs in proportion to
ours (and it may well be that there are many such forms of matter).
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Now kindly consider what they would think of those battles we
fought which won us two villages which we then had to give
back. (I have no doubt that if some captain in the great Grenadiers
ever reads this work, he will increase the height of his company’s
bearskins by a good two feet at least. But I can tell him now that it
will do him no good: he and his men will always be infinitesimally
small.)

What marvellous skill it took on the part of our philosopher from
Sirius to perceive the atoms I have just been talking about! When
Leeuwenhoek and Hartsoeker were the first to see––or to think they
saw––the seed from which we grow, they were making nowhere near
so astonishing a discovery.* What pleasure it gave Micromegas to see
these little machines in motion, to examine them as they went round
and round, and to follow all their operations! How he exclaimed!
With what joy he handed one of the microscopes to his travelling-
companion!

‘I can see them,’ they both said at once. ‘Look how they’re carry-
ing things round, and bending down, and straightening up.’

As they said this, their hands trembled with excitement at seeing
such novel objects and with fear of losing them. The Saturnian,
passing from the one extreme of scepticism to the other of credulity,
thought he could observe them engaged upon propagation.

‘Aha,’ he said, ‘I have caught nature in the act.’*
But he was deceived by appearances, which is an all-too-frequent

occurrence, whether one uses microscopes or not.

CHAPTER 6

How they fare with humans

M ICROMEGAS, a much better observer than his dwarf, saw clearly
that the atoms were talking to each other; and he pointed this out to
his companion, who, being ashamed at his mistake on the subject of
generation, refused to believe that species like this could communi-
cate ideas to each other. He had the gift of tongues just as much as
the Sirian had: he could not hear our atoms talking; and he supposed
that they were not talking. Besides, how could these imperceptible
beings have speech organs, and what could they possibly have to say
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to each other? To speak one has first to think, or more or less. But if
they could think, they would then have the equivalent of a soul. Well,
to attribute the equivalent of a soul to this species, that seemed to
him absurd.

‘But,’ said the Sirian, ‘a moment ago you thought they were mak-
ing love. Do you think one can make love without thinking and
without saying a word or two, or without at least making oneself
understood? Besides, do you suppose it’s more difficult to produce
an argument than a child? To my mind it is a great mystery how one
does either.’

‘I don’t dare believe or deny anything any more,’ said the dwarf. ‘I
have no opinions left. We must try to examine these insects, and then
we can reason afterwards.’

‘Very well said,’ Micromegas replied, and at once he took out a
pair of scissors and proceeded to cut his nails. With one thumbnail
clipping he promptly made a kind of large speaking-trumpet, like an
enormous funnel, and placed the pipe-end in his ear. The rim of the
funnel went round the ship and its whole company. The faintest
voice registered in the circular fibres of the nail so that, thanks to his
industry, the philosopher up above could hear perfectly the droning
of the insects below. Within a few hours he managed to make out
individual words and eventually to understand French. The dwarf
managed this too, although with more difficulty. The astonishment
of our travellers increased with each moment that passed. They were
hearing tiny mites talking really rather good sense: this trick of
nature seemed to them quite inexplicable. As you can imagine, the
Sirian and his dwarf were burning with impatience to strike up a
conversation with the atoms. The latter was afraid that his thunder-
ing voice, and even more so that of Micromegas, might simply
deafen the mites without their understanding what was being said.
They would have to lower the volume. Each placed in his mouth a
kind of small toothpick, the finely sharpened end of which reached
down by the side of the ship. The Sirian held the dwarf on his knees,
and the ship and its company on one nail. He bent his head down
and spoke softly. Finally, taking all these precautions and more, he
began to address them thus:

‘Invisible insects, whom it has pleased the hand of the Creator to
bring into being in the abyss of the infinitesimally small, I give
thanks that he has deigned to reveal secrets to me which had seemed
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impenetrable. Perhaps nobody at my court would condescend to look
at you, but I despise no one and I offer you my protection.’

If ever anyone was surprised, it was the people who heard these
words. They could not work out where they were coming from. The
ship’s chaplain said the prayers of exorcism, the sailors swore, and
the philosophers on board devised a system: but whatever system
they devised, they could not work out who was speaking to them.
The dwarf from Saturn, who was more soft-spoken than Micromegas,
then briefly explained to them with what class of person they were
dealing. He recounted the story of their journey from Saturn, put
them in the picture as to who Mr Micromegas was and, after com-
miserating with them for being so small, asked them if they had
always been in this abject state bordering on extinction, what on
earth they were doing on a globe which seemed to belong to whales,
whether they were happy, whether they multiplied, whether they
had a soul, and a hundred other questions of this nature.

One quibbler in the party, bolder than the others and shocked at
the doubt cast upon his soul, observed his interlocutor through
sights mounted on a quadrant, took two bearings and, on the third,
said this:

‘So you believe, sir, that just because you measure a thousand
fathoms from head to foot, and just because you are a . . .’

‘A thousand fathoms!’ cried the dwarf. ‘Good heavens! How can
he possibly know my height? A thousand fathoms! He is not an inch
out. What! Measured by an atom! He is a geometer, and he knows my
size: while I have only a microscope to observe him with, and I do
not yet know his!’

‘Yes, I have taken your measure,’ said the physicist, ‘and I shall
even measure your tall companion.’

The proposal was accepted. His Excellency stretched out full
length on the ground, for, if he had remained standing, his head
would have been too far above the clouds. Our philosophers stuck a
tall tree in a place which Dr Swift would name, but which I will
certainly refrain from calling by its name out of my great respect for
the ladies. Then, from a series of interlocking triangles, they con-
cluded that what they were looking at was indeed a young man, and
that he was about a hundred and twenty thousand French feet tall.

Then Micromegas spoke these words:
‘I see more than ever that one must not judge anything by its
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apparent size. O God, who has given intelligence to forms of matter
which seem so negligible, the infinitesimally small costs you as little
effort as the infinitely large. And if it is possible that there are beings
yet smaller than these, then they may even have greater intelligence
than those magnificent animals I have seen in the heavens, whose
foot alone would cover this globe on to which I have stepped.’

One of the philosophers replied that he could rest assured in his
belief that there were intelligent beings much smaller than man. He
told him, not all that fable nonsense of Virgil’s about the bees, but
about what Swammerdam had discovered and Réaumur* had dis-
sected. Lastly he informed him that there are animals which are to
bees as bees are to human beings, as the Sirian himself was to those
enormous animals of which he spoke, and as those large animals are
to other substances beside which they look like mere atoms. Gradually
the conversation became interesting, and Micromegas had this to
say.

CHAPTER 7

Conversation with the humans

‘O intelligent atoms, in whom it has pleased the Eternal Being to
manifest his skill and his power, the joys which you experience on
your globe must doubtless be very pure. For, having so little material
substance and being apparently all mind and spirit, you must spend
your lives loving and thinking––the true life of the spirit. Nowhere
have I seen real happiness, but no doubt it exists here.’

At these words the philosophers all shook their heads, and one of
them, being franker than the others, admitted honestly that, except
for a small number of inhabitants of little consequence, the rest were
a collection of the mad, the malevolent, and the miserable.

‘We have more than enough matter’, he said, ‘to do a lot of evil, if
evil comes from matter, and more than enough spirit, if evil comes
from the spirit. Are you aware, for example, that at this very minute
there are a hundred thousand lunatics of our species in hats busy
massacring––or being massacred by––a hundred thousand other
animals in turbans,* and that almost everywhere on Earth that is how
we have gone on since time immemorial?’
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The Sirian shuddered and asked what could possibly be the cause
of such dreadful quarrels between such puny animals.

‘It’s all about a few lumps of earth,’ replied the philosopher, ‘no
bigger than your heel. Not that a single person among the millions
getting slaughtered has the slightest claim to these lumps of earth.
The question is simply whether they will belong to one man called
“Sultan” or to another man who, for some reason, is called “Caesar”.
Neither one nor the other has ever seen, or ever will, the little bit of
land in question, and almost none of the animals engaged in this
mutual slaughter have ever seen the animal for whom they’re doing
all the slaughtering.’

‘Oh, you wretched people,’ cried the Sirian in indignation. ‘How
can one conceive of such mad fury, such pointless violence? I feel
like taking three steps forward and crushing this whole anthill of
ridiculous assassins just like that, one, two, three.’

‘Don’t trouble yourself,’ came the reply. ‘They’re doing enough to
destroy themselves as it is. The fact is that after ten years there’s
never a hundredth of the wretches left, and even if they never draw a
sword, starvation or exhaustion or intemperance carry most of them
off. Besides, they aren’t the ones who need punishing, it’s those
barbarians sitting on their backsides in offices, who give orders for
the massacre of a million men while they digest their meal, and then
solemnly thank God for it.’

The traveller felt moved to pity for the little human race in which
he was discovering such surprising contrasts.

‘Since you are among the small number of wise men,’ he said to
these gentlemen, ‘and since apparently you don’t kill people for
money, tell me, I pray, what do you do?’

‘We dissect flies,’ said the philosopher, ‘we measure lines, we com-
bine numbers, we agree about two or three things which we do
understand, and we disagree about two or three thousand which we
don’t.’

At once the Sirian and the Saturnian were of a mind to find out
from these thinking atoms what it was that they did agree about.

‘How far do you think it is’, the Sirian asked, ‘from the dog-star to
the great star in Gemini?’

They all replied at once:
‘Thirty-two and a half degrees.’
‘How far do you think it is from here to the moon?’
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‘Sixty times the radius of the Earth, in round figures.’
‘How heavy is your air?’
He thought this would catch them out, but they all told him that

air weighs approximately nine hundred times less than the same
volume of the lightest water, and nineteen hundred times less than
the gold in a ducat. The little dwarf from Saturn, amazed at their
replies, was tempted to regard as sorcerers these selfsame people to
whom he had refused a soul a quarter of an hour previously.

Finally Micromegas said to them:
‘Since you know so much about what is outside you, doubtless you

know even more about what is inside you. Tell me what your soul is,
and how you form your ideas.’

The philosophers all spoke at once as before, but were each of a
different opinion. The oldest quoted Aristotle, one mentioned the
name of Descartes, another Malebranche, another Leibniz, and
another Locke.

An old peripatetic confidently declared in a loud voice:
‘The soul is an “entelechy”, and a reason whereby it has the power

to be what it is. This is what Aristotle specifically says, on page 633
of the Louvre edition: Εντελ&χεια *στι, etc.’*

‘I don’t understand Greek too well,’ said the giant.
‘Neither do I,’ said the mite-sized philosopher.
‘So why then’, the Sirian went on, ‘do you quote this Aristotle

person in Greek?’
‘Because’, replied the learned man, ‘it is best one should quote

what one doesn’t understand at all in the language one knows the
least.’

The Cartesian intervened and said:
‘The soul is a pure spirit which has been imbued with all meta-

physical ideas in its mother’s womb and which, on leaving there, is
obliged to go to school and learn all over again what it once knew so
well and will never know again.’*

‘So there was no point then’, replied the eight-league-tall animal,
‘in your soul being so clever inside your mother’s womb, if it was
then going to be so ignorant when you got some hair on your chin.
But what do you mean by spirit?’

‘What a question,’ said the disputant. ‘I haven’t the slightest idea.
They say is is not matter.’

‘But do you at least know what matter is?’
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‘Certainly,’ the man answered. ‘This stone, for example, is grey
and of a given shape, it has its three dimensions, it has weight, and it
is divisible.’

‘All right,’ said the Sirian. ‘This thing which seems to you to be
divisible, weighable, and grey, would you mind telling me what it is?
You can see some of its attributes, but what about the nature of the
thing? Do you understand that?’

‘No,’ said the other.
‘In which case you don’t know what matter is.’
Then Mr Micromegas spoke to one of the other sages he was

holding on his thumb and asked him what his soul was and what it
did.

‘Not a thing,’ replied the Malebranchist. ‘It is God who does
everything for me. I see everything in him, and I do everything in
him. It is he who does everything, and I have nothing to do with it.’*

‘One might as well not exist,’ retorted the sage from Sirius. ‘And
you, my friend,’ he said to a Leibnizian who was present, ‘what is
your soul?’

‘It is the hand of a clock,’ came the Leibnizian’s reply, ‘and it
points to the time while my body chimes. Or, if you prefer, it is my
soul which chimes while my body points to the time. Or else my soul
is the mirror of the universe, and my body is the mirror-frame. That
much is clear.’*

A tiny follower of Locke was standing nearby, and when it was
finally his turn to speak, he said:

‘I do not know how I think, but I do know that I have never
thought except with the aid of my senses. That there are immaterial
and intelligent substances is something I do not doubt, but that it is
impossible for God to endow matter with the power of thought
is something I do strongly doubt. I revere the eternal power and it is
not for me to set limits on it. I affirm nothing and I am content to
believe that more things are possible than people think.’*

The animal from Sirius smiled. He did not find this one the least
wise, and the dwarf from Saturn would have embraced the follower
of Locke but for their extreme disproportion. Unfortunately, how-
ever, a little animalcule in academic dress* was present, who inter-
rupted all the philosopher animalcules. He said he knew the answer,
and that it was all in the Summa of Saint Thomas. He looked the two
celestial inhabitants up and down and told them that everything,
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their persons, their worlds, their suns, their stars, had been made
uniquely for man. On hearing this, our two travellers fell about,
choking with that irrepressible laughter which, according to
Homer, is the portion of the gods. Their shoulders and their bellies
heaved and sank, and during these convulsions the ship, which the
Sirian had been balancing on his nail, fell into the Saturnian’s
trouser-pocket. The two good people spent a long time looking for it.
Eventually they found the ship’s company and gave them a thorough
dusting. The Sirian took hold of the little mites again. He still spoke
to them with much kindness, although deep down he was a trifle
vexed to see that beings so infinitesimally small should have a degree
of pride that was almost infinitely great. He promised to write them
a nice book of philosophy, in very small script just for them, and that
in this book they would discover what was what. Sure enough, he
gave them this volume before he left. It was taken to Paris to the
Academy of Sciences. But when the secretary opened it, he found
nothing but blank pages.

‘Aha’, he said, ‘just as I thought.’
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From the 1959 program Face to Face 

 
John Freeman: One last thing: suppose, Lord Russell, this film were              
to be looked at by our descendants like a Dead Sea Scroll in 1000 
years time. What would you think it’s worth telling that generation 
about the life you’ve lived and the lessons you’ve learned from it? 
 
 

Bertrand Russell: I should like to say two things - one intellectual 
and one moral. 
 

        The intellectual thing I should want to say to them is this: 
When you are studying any matter or considering any philosophy, 
ask yourself only what are the facts, and what is the truth that the 
facts bear out. Never let yourself be diverted, either by what you 
wish to believe, or by what you think would have beneficent social 
effects if it were believed. But look only and solely at what are the 
facts. That is the intellectual thing that I should wish to say.  
         
      The moral thing I should wish to say to them is very simple. I 
should say: Love is wise; hatred is foolish. In this world, which is 
getting more and more closely interconnected, we have to learn to 
tolerate each other. We have to learn to put up with the fact that 
some people say things that we don't like. We can only live 
together in that way. And if we are to live together, and not die 
together, we must learn a kind of charity and a kind of tolerance, 
which is absolutely vital to the continuation of human life on this 
planet.  


