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to the magistrate, truly it is enough to excuse us from this that it is a 
greatness that cannot lodge in the greatness of Epaminondas' heart. 

I abominate the rabid exhortations of that uncontrolled soul: 7 

When weapons Hash, no pious sentiments, 
Though you confront your fathers, you must feel; 
No, slash their venerable faces with the steel. 

LUCAN 

Let us take away from wicked, bloody, and treacherous natures this 
pretext of reason. Let us abandon this monstrous and deranged justice 
and stick to more human imitations. How much time and example can 
do! In an encounter in the civil war against Cinna one of Pompey's 
soldiers, having unwittingly killed his brother, who was on the opposite 
side, for shame and regret killed himself on the spot. And some years 
after, in another civil war of the same people, a soldier asked his cap­
tains for a reward for having killed his· brother. 

We poorly argue the honor and beauty of an action from its utility, 
and we commit a fallacy in thinking that everyone is obliged to per­
form-cand that it is honorable for everyone to perform-Ban action 
merely because it is useful: 

CNot everything is fit for every man alike. 
PROPERTIUS 

BLet us choose the most necessary and useful action of human society; 
that will be marriage. Yet the council of saints finds the contrary way 
more honorable, and excludes from marriage the most venerable voca­
tion of men, as we assign to stud those horses which are of least value. 

2 01 repentance 

BOthers form man; I tell of him, and portray a particular one, very 
ill-formed, whom I should really make very different from what he is 
if I had to fashion him over again. But now it is done. 

Now the lines of my painting do not go astray, though they change 
and vary. The world is but a perennial movement. All things in it are in 
cons~t motion-the earth, the rocks of the Caucasus, the pyramids of 
Egypt-both with the common motion and with their own. Stability 
itself is nothing but a more languid motion. 

I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled and stagger­
ing, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in this condition, just as it is 

7 Caesar, the speaker in the verses that follow. 
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at the moment I give my attention to it. I do not portray being: I por­
tray passing. Not the passing from one age to another, or, as the people 
say, from seven years to seven years, but from day to day, from minute 
to minute. My history needs to be adapted to the moment. I may pre­
sently change, not only by chance, but also by intention. This is a record 
of various and changeable occurrences, and of irresolute and, when it 
so befalls, contradictory ideas: whether I am different myself, or whether 
I take hold of my subjects in different circumstances and aspects. So, 
all in all, I may indeed contradict myself now and then; but truth, as 
Demades said, I do not contradict. If my mind could gain a firm foot­
ing, I would not make essays, I would make decisions; but it is always 
in apprenticeship and on trial. 

I set forth a humble and inglorious life; that does not matter. You 
can tie up all moral philosophy with a common and private life just 
as wen as with a life of richer stuff. Each man bears the entire form of 
man's estate. 

CAuthors communicate with the people by some special extrinsic 
mark; I am the first to do so by my entire being, as Michel de Montaigne, 
not as a grammarian or a poet or a jurist. If the world complains that 
I speak too much of myself, I complain that it does not even think of 
itself. 

BBut is it reasonable that I, so fond of privacy in actual life, should 
aspire to publicity in the knowledge of me? Is it reasonable too that I 
should set forth to the world, where fashioning and art have so much 
credit and authority, some crude and simple products of nature, and 
of a very feeble nature at that? Is it not making a wan without stone, 
or something like that, to construct books without knowledge and with­
out art? Musical fancies are guided by art, mine by chance. 

At least I have one thing according to the rules: that no man ever 
treated a subject he knew and understood better than I do the subject 
I have undertaken; and that in this I am the most learned man alive. 
Secondly, that no man ever Cpenetrated more deeply into his material, 
or plucked its limbs and consequences cleaner, or Breached more accu­
rately and fully the goal he had set for his work To accomplish it, I 
need only bring it to fidelity; and that is in it, as sincere and pure as can 
be found. I speak the truth, not my fill of it, but as much as I dare speak; 
and I dare to do so a little more as I grow old, for it seems that custom 
allows old age more freedom to prate and more indiscretion in talking 
about oneself. It cannot happen here as I see it happening often, that 
the craftsman and his work contradict each other: "Has a man whose 
conversa.tion is so good written such a stupid book?" or "Have such 
learned writings come from a man whose conversation is so feeble?" 

eIf a man is commonplace in conversation and rare in writing, that 
means that his capacity is in the place from which he borrows it, and 
not in himself. A learned man is not learned in all matters; but the 
capable man is capable in all matters, even in ignorance. 

BIn this case we go hand in hand and at the same pace, my book 
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and 1. In other cases one may commend or blame the work apart from 
the workman; not so here; he who touches the one, touches the other. 
He who judges it without knowing it will injure himself more than me; 
he who has known it will completely satisfy me. Happy beyond my 
deserts if I have just this share of public approval, that I make men of 
understanding feel that I was capable of profiting by knowledge, if I 
had had any, and that I deserved better assistance from my memory. 

Let me here excuse what I often say, that I rarely repent cand that 
my conscience is content with itself-not as the conscience of an angel 
or a horse, but as the conscience of a man; Balways adding this refrain, 
not perfunctorily but in sincere and complete submission: that I speak 
as an ignorant inquirer, referring the decision purely and simply to the 
common and authorized beliefs. I do not teach, I tell. 

There is no vice truly a vice which is not offensive, and which a 
sound judgment does not condemn; for its ugliness and painfulness is 
so apparent that perhaps the people are right who say it is chiefly pro­
duced by stupidity and ignorance. So hard it is to imagine anyone 
knowing it without hating it. 

cMalice sucks up the greater part of its own venom, and poisons itself 
with it. DVice leaves repentance in the soul, like an ulcer in the flesh, 
which is always scratching itself and drawing blood. For reason effaces 
other griefs and sorrows; but it engenders that of repentance, which 
is all the more grievous because it springs from within, as the cold and 
heat of fevers is sharper than that which comes from outside. I con­
sider as vices (but each one according to its measure) not only those 
that reason and nature condemn, but also those that man's opinion has 
created, even false and erroneous opinion, if it is authorized by laws and 
customs. 

There is likewise no good deed that does not rejoice a wellborn 
nature. Indeed there is a sort of gratification in doing good which makes 
us rejoice in ourselves, and a generous pride that accompanies a good 
conscience. A bold1y vicious soul may perhaps arm itself with security, 
but with this complacency and satisfaction it cannot provide itself. It 
is no slight pleasure to feel oneself preserved from the contagion of so 
depraved an age, and to say to oneself: "If anyone should see right into 
my soul, still he would not find me guilty either of anyone's affliction 
or ruin, or of vengeance or envy, or of public offense against the laws, 
or of innovation and disturbance, or of failing in my word; and in spite 
of what the license of the times allows and teaches each man, still I have 
not put my hand either upon the property or into the purse of any 
Frenchman, and have lived only on my own, both in war and in peace; 
nor have I used any man's work without paying his wages." These 
testimonies of conscience give us pleasure; and this natural rejoicing 
is a great boon to us, and the only payment that never fails us. 

To found the reward for virtuous actions on the approval of others 
is to choose too uncertain and shaky a foundation. cEspecially in an age 
as corrupt and ignorant as this, the good opinion of the people is a dis­
honoL Whom can you trust to see what is praiseworthy? God keep me 
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from being a worthy man according to the descriptions I see people 
every day giving of themselves in their own honor. What were vices 
now are moral acts [SenecaJ . 

Certain of my friends have sometimes undertaken to can me on the 
carpet and lecture me unreservedly, either of their own accord or at 
my invitation, as a service which, to a well-formed soul, surpasses all 
the services of friendship, not only in usefulness, but also in pleasant­
ness. I have always welcomed it with the wide-open arms of courtesy 
and gratitude. But to speak of it now in all conscience, I have often 
found in their reproach or praise such false measure that I would hardly 
have erred to err rather than to do good in their fashion. 

BThose of us especially who live a private life that is on display only 
to ourselves must have a pattern established within us by which to test 
our actions, and, according to this pattern, now pat ourselves on the 
back, now punish ourselves. I have my own laws and court to judge 
me, and I address myself to them more than anywhere else. To be sure, 
I restrain my actions according to others, but I extend them only ac­
cording to myself. There is no one but yourself who knows whether 
you are cowardly and cruel, or loyal and devout. Others do not see you, 
they guess at you by uncertain conjectures; they see not so much your 
nature as your art. Therefore do not cling to their judgment; cling to 
your own. CYou must use your own judgment . ... With regard to 
virtues and vices, your own conscience has great weight: take that away, 
and everything falls [Cicero]. 

BBut the saying that repentance follows close upon sin does not 
seem to consider the sin that is in robes of state, that dwells in us as in 
its own home. We can disown and retract the vices that take us by sur­
prise; and toward which we are swept by passion; but those which by 
long habit m'e rooted and anchored in a strong and vigorous will can­
not be denied. Repentance is nothing but a disavowal of our will and 
an opposition to our fancies, which leads us about in all directions. It 
makes this man disown his past virtue and his continence: 

Why had I not in youth the mind I have today? 

Or why, with old desires, have red cheeks flown away? 


HORACE 

It is a rare life that remains well ordered even in private. Any man 
can play his part in the side show and represent a worthy man on the 
boards; but to be disciplined within, in his own bosom, where all is 
permissible, where aU is concealed-that's the point. The next step 
to that is to be so in our own house, in our ordinary actions, for which 
we need render account to no one, where nothing is studied or artificial. 
And therefore Bias, depicting an excellent state of family life, says it 
is one in which the master is the same within, by his own volition, as 
he is outside for fear of the law and of what people will say. And it was 
a worthy remark of Julius Drusus to the workmen who offered, for three 
thousand crowns, to arrange his house so that his neighbors would no 
longer be able to look into it as they could before. "1 will give you six 
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thousand," he said; "make it so that everyone can see in from all sides." 
The practice of Agesilaus is noted with honor, of taking lodging in the 
churches when traveling, so that the people and the gods themselves 
might see into his private actions. Men have seemed miraculous to the 
world, in whom their wives and valets have never seen anything even 
worth noticingo Few men have been admired by their own households. 

eNo man has been a prophet, not merely in his own house, but in his 
own country, says the experience of history. Likewise in things of no 
importance. And in this humble example you may see an image of 
greater ones. In my region of Gascony they think it a joke to see me in 
print. The farther from my lair the knowledge of me spreads, the more 
I am valued. I buy printers in Guienne, elsewhere they buy me. On 
this phenomenon those people base their hopes who hide themselves 
while alive and present, to gain favor when dead and gone. I would 
rather have less of it. And I cast myself on the world only for the share 
of favor I get now. When I leave it, I shall hold it quits. 

BThe people escort this man back to his door, with awe, from a public 
function. He drops his part with his gown; the higher he has hoisted 
himself, the lower he falls back; inside, in his home, everything is tu­
multuous and vile. Even if there is order there, it takes a keen and select 
judgment to perceive it in these humble private actions. Besides, order 
is a dun and somber virtue. To win through a breach, to conduct an 
embassy, to govern a people, these are dazzling actions. To scold, to 
laugh, to sen, to pay, to love, to hate, and to deal pJeasantly and justly 
with our household and ourselves, not to let ourselves go, not to be false 
to ourselves, that is a rarer matter, more difficult and less noticeable. 

Therefore retired lives, whatever people may say, accomplish duties 
as harsh and strenuous as other lives, or more so. cAnd private persons, 
says Aristotle, render higher and more difficult service to virtue than 
those who are in authority. BWe prepare ourselves for eminent occa­
sions more for glory than for conscience. CThe shortest way to attain 
glory would be to do for conscience what we do for glory. BAnd Alex­
ander's virtue seems to me to represent much less vigor in his theater 
than does that of Socrates in his lowly and obscure activity. I can easily 
imagine Socrates in Alexander's place; Alexander in that of Socrates, 
I cannot. If you ask the former what he knows how to do, he will answer, 
"Subdue the world"; if you ask the latter, he will say, "Lead the life of 
man in conformity with its natural condition"; a knowledge much more 
general, more weighty, and more legitimate. 

The value of the soul consists not in flying high, but in an orderly 
pace. ~Its greatness is exercised not in greatness, but in mediocrity. As 
those who judge and touch us inwardly make little account of the bril­
liance of our public acts, and see that these are only thin streams and 
jets of water spurting from a bottom otherwise muddy and thick; so 
likewise those who judge us by this brave outward appearance draw 
similar conclusions about our inner constitution, and cannot associate 
common faculties, just like their own, with these other faculties that 
astonish them and are so far beyond their scope. So we give demons 
wild shapes, And who does not give Tamerlane raised eyebrows, open 
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nostrils, a dreadful face, and immense size, like the size of the imaginary 
picture of him we have formed from the renown of his name? If I had 
been able to see Erasmus in other days, it would have been hard for me 
not to take for adages and apophthegms everything he said to his valet 
and his hostess. We imagine much more appropriately an artisan on 
the toilet seat or on his wife than a great president, venerable by his 
demeanor and his ability. It seems to us that they do not stoop from 
their lofty thrones even to live. 

DAs vicious souls are often incited to do good by some extraneous 
impulse, so are virtuous souls to do evil. Thus we must judge them by 
their settled state, when they are at home, if ever they are; or at least 
when they are closest to repose and their natural position. 

Natural inclinations gain assistance and strength from education; 
but they are scarcely to be changed and overcome. A thousand natures, 
in my time, have escaped toward virtue or toward vice through the lines 
of a contrary training: 

As when wild beasts grow tame, shut in a cage, 
Forget the woods, and lose their look of rage, 
And learn to suffer man; but if they taste 
Hot blood, their rage and fury is replaced, 
Their reminiscent jaws distend, they burn, 
And for their trembling keeper's blood they yearn. 

LUCAN 

We do not root out these original qualities, we cover them up, we con­
ceal them. Latin is like a native tongue to me; I understand it better 
than French; but for forty years I have not used it at all for speaking 
or writing. Yet in sudden and extreme emotions, into which I have fallen 
two or three times in my life-one of them when I saw my father, in 
perfect health, fall back into my arms in a faint-I have always poured 
out my first words from the depths of my entrails in Latin; CNature 
surging forth and expressing herself by force, in the face of long habit. 
SAnd this experience is told of many others. 

Those who in my time have tried to correct the world's morals by 
new ideas, reform the superficial vices; the essential ones they leave 
as they were, if they do not increase them; and increase is to be feared. 
People are likely to rest from all other well-doing on the strength of 
these external, arbitrary reforms, which cost us less and bring greater 
acclaim; and thereby they satisfy at little expense the other natural, 
consubstantial, and internal vices. 

Just consider the evidence of this in our own experience. There is 
no one who, if he listens to himself, does not discover in himself a pat­
tern all his own, a ruling pattern, which struggles against education and 
against the tempest of the passions that oppose it. For my pa:rt, I do 
not feel much sudden agitation; I am nearly always in place, like heavy 
and inert bodies. If I am not at home, I am always very near it. My 
excesses do not carry me very far away. There is nothing extreme or 
strange about them. And besides I have periods of vigorous and healthy 
reaction. 

The real condemnation, which applies to the common run of men 
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of today, is that even their retirement is fun of corruption and filth; 
their idea of refom1ation, blurred; their penitence, diseased and guilty, 
almost as much as their sin. Some, either from being glued to vice by 
a natural attachment, or from long habit, no longer recognize its ugli­
ness. On others (in whose regiment I belong) vice weighs heavily, but 
they counterbalance it with pleasure or some other consideration, and 
endure it and lend themselves to it for a certain price; viciously, how­
ever, and basely. Yet it might be possible to imagine a disproportion 
so extreme that the pleasure might justly excuse the sin, as we say utility 
does; not only if the pleasure was incidental and not a part of the sin, 
as in theft, but if it was in the verv exercise of the sin, as in intercourse 
with women, where the impulse' is violent, and, they say, sometimes 
invincible. 

The other day when I was at Armagnac, on the estate of a kinsman 
of mine, I saw a country fellow whom everyone nicknames the Thief. 
He gave this account of his life: that born a beggar, and finding that by 
earning his bread by the toil of his hands he would never protect him­
self enough against want, he had decided to become a thief; and he had 
spent all his youth at this trade in security, by virtue of his bodily 
strength. For he reaped his harvest and vintage from other people's 
lands, but so far away and in such great loads that it was inconceivable 
that one man could have carried off so much on his shoulders in one 
night. And he was careful besides to equalize and spread out the dam­
age he did, so that the loss was less insupportable for each individual. 
He is now, in his old age, rich for a man in his station, thanks to this 
traffic, which he openly confesses. And to make his peace with God for 
his acquisitions, he says that he spends his days compensating, by good 
deeds, the successors of the people he robbed; and that if he does not 
finish this task (for he cannot do it all at once), he will charge his heirs 
with it, according to the knowledge, which he alone has, of the amount 
of wrong he did to each. Judging by this description, whether it is true 
or false, this man regards theft as a dishonorable action and hates it, 
but hates it less than poverty; he indeed repents of it in itself, but in so 
far as it was thus counterbalanced and compensated, he does not repent 
of it. This is not that habit that incorporates us with vice and brings even 
our understanding into conformity with it; nor is it that impetuous wind 
that comes in gusts to confuse and blind our soul, and hurls us for the 
moment headlong, judgment and all, Into the power of vice. 

I customarily do wholeheartedly whatever I do, and go my way all 
in one piece. I scarcely make a motion that is hidden and out of sight 
of my reason, and that is not guided by the consent of nearly all parts 
of me, without division, without internal sedition. My judgment takes 
all the blame or all the praise for it; and the blame it once takes, it always 
keeps, for virtually since its birth it has been one; the same inclination, 
the same road, the same strength. And in the matter of general opinions, 
in childhood I established myself in the position where I was to remain. 

There are some impetuous, prompt, and sudden sins: let us leave 
them aside. But as for these other sins so many times repeated, planned, 
and premeditated, constitutional sins, cor even professional or voca­
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tiona} sins, BI cannot imagine that they can be implanted so long in one 
and the same heart, without the reason and conscience of their possessor 
constantly willing and intending it to be so. And the repentance which 
he claims comes to him at a certain prescribed moment is a little hard 
for me to imagine and conceive. 

q do not follow the belief of the sect of Pythagoras, that men take 
on a new soul when they approach the images of the gods to receive 
their oracles. Unless he meant just this, that the soul must indeed be 
foreign, new, and loaned for the occasion, since their own showed so 
little sign of any purification and cleanness worthy of this office. 

BThey do just the opposite of the Stoic precepts, which indeed order 
us to correct the imperfections and vices that we recognize in us, but 
forbid us to be repentant and glum about them. These men make us 
believe that they feel great regret and remorse within; but of amend­
ment and correction, cor interruption, Ethey show us no sign. Yet it is 
no cure if the disease is not thrown off. If repentance were weighing 
in the scale of the balance, it would outweigh the sin. I know of no 
quality so easy to counterfeit as piety, if conduct and life are not made 
to conform with it. Its essence is abstruse and occult; its semblance, 
easy and showy. 

As for me, I may desire in a general way to be different; I may con­
demn and dislike my nature as a whole, and implore God to reform me 
completely and to pardon my natural weakness. But this I ought not to 
call repentance, it seems to me, any more than my displeasure at being 
neither an angel nor Cato. My actions are in order and conformity with 
what I am and with my condition. I can do no better. And repentance 
does not properly apply to the things that are not in our power; rather 
does regret. I imagine numberless natures loftier and better regulated 
than mine, but for all that, I do not amend my faculties; just as neither 
my arm nor my mind becomes more vigorous by imagining another 
that is so. If imagining and desiring a nobler conduct than onrs pro­
duced repentance of our own, we should have to repent of our most 
innocent actions, inasmuch as we rightly judge that in a more excellent 
nature they would have been performed with greater perfection and 
dignity, and we should wish to do likewise. 

When I consider the behavior of my youth in comparison with that 
of myoId age, I find that I have generally conducted myself in orderly 
fashion, according to my lights; that is all my resistance can accomplish. 
I do no flatter m;rself; in similar circumstances I should always be the 
same. It is not a spot, it is rather a tincture with which I am stained 
all over. I know no superficial, halfway, and perfunctory repentance. 
It must affect me in every part before I will call it so, and must grip me 
by the vitals and afflict them as deeply and as completely as God sees 
into me. 

In business matters, several good opportunities have escaped me for 
want of successful management. However, my counsels have been good, 
according to the circumstances they were faced with; their way is al­
ways to take the easiest and surest course. I find that in my past de­
liberations, according to my rule, I have proceeded wisely, considering 
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the state of the matter proposed to me, and I should do the same a 
thousand years from now in similar situations. I am not considering 
what it is at this moment, but what it was when I was deliberating 
about it. 

CThe soundness of any plan depends on the time; circumstances and 
things roll about and change incessantly. I have fallen into some serious 
and important mistakes in my life, not for lack of good counsel but for 
lack of good luck. There are secret parts in the matters we handle which 
cannot be guessed, especially in human nature-mute factors that do 
not show, factors sometimes unknown to their possessor himseH, which 
are brought forth and aroused by unexpected occasions. If my pru­
dence has been unable to see into them and predict them, I bear it no 
ill will; its responsibility is restricted within its limitations. It is the out­
come that beats me; and Bi£ it favors the course I have refused, there is 
no help for it; I do not blame myself; I accuse my luck, not my work. 
That is not to be called repentance. 

Phocion had given the Athenians some advice that was not followed. 
When however the affair came out prosperously against his opinion, 
someone said to him: «Well, Phocion, are you glad that the thing is going 
so well?" "Indeed I am glad," he said, "that it has turned out this way, 
but I do not repent of having advised that way." 

When my friends apply to me for advice, I give it freely and clearly, 
and without hesitating as nearly everyone else does because, the affair 
being hazardous, it may come out contrary to my expectations, where­
fore they may have cause to reproach me for my advice; that does not 
worry me. For they will be wrong, and I should not have refused them 
this service. 

cI have scarcely any occasion to blame my mistakes or mishaps on 
anyone but myself. For in practice I rarely ask other people's advice, 
unless as a compliment and out of politeness, except when I need scien­
tific information or knmvledge of the facts. But in things where I have 
only my judgment to employ, other people's reasons can serve to sup= 
port me, but seldom to change my course. I listen to them all favorably 
and decently; but so far as I can remember, I have never up to this 
moment fonowed any but my own. If you ask me, they are nothing but 
flies and atoms that distract my will. I set little value on my own opin­
ions, but I set just as little on those of others. Fortune pays me properly. 
If I do not take advice, I give still less. Mine is seldom asked, but it is 
followed even less; and I know of no public or private enterprise that 
my advice restored to its feet and to the right path. Even the people 
whom fortune has made somewhat dependent on it have let themselves 
be managed more readily by anyone else's brains. Being a man who is 
quite as jealous of the rights of my repose as of the rights of my author­
ity, I prefer it so; by leaving me alone, they treat me according to my 
professed principle, which is to be wholly contained and established 
within myself. To me it is a pleasure not to be concerned in other 
people's affairs and to be free of responsibility for them. 

BIn all affairs, when they are past, however they have turned out, 
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I have little regret. For this idea takes away the pain: that they were 
bound to happen thus, and now they are in the great stream of the uni­
verse and in the chain of Stoical causes. Your fancy, by wish or imagina­
tion, cannot change a single point without overturning the whole order 
of things, and the past and the future. 

For the rest, I hate that accidental repentance that age brings. The 
man who said of old that he was obliged to the years for having rid him 
of sensuality had a different viewpoint from mine; I shall never be grate­
ful to impotence for any good it may do me. cNor will Providence ever 
be so hostile to her own work that debility should be ranked among the 
best things [QuintilianJ. BOur appetites are few in old age; a profound 
satiety seizes us after the act. In that I see nothing of conscience; sour­
ness and weakness imprint on us a sluggish and rheumatic virtue. We 
must not let ourselves be so carried away by natural changes as to let our 
judgment degenerate. Youth and pleasure in other days did not make 
me fail to recognize the face of vice in voluptuousness; nor does the 
distaste that the years bring me make me fail to recognize the face of 
voluptuousness in vice. Now that I am no longer in that state, I judge 
it as though I were in it. 

CJ who shake up my reason sharply and attentively, find that Bit is 
the very same I had in my more licentious years, except perhaps in so 
far as it has grown weaker and worse as it has grown old. cAnd I find 
that even if it refuses, out of consideration for the interests of my bodily 
health, to put me in the furnace of this pleasure, it would not refuse 
to do so, any more than formerly, for my spiritual health. BI do not 
consider it any more valiant for seeing it hOTS de combat. My tempta­
tions are so broken and mortified that they are not worth its opposition. 
By merely stretching out my hands to them, I exorcise them. If my 
reason were confronted with my former lust, I fear that it would have 
less strength to resist than it used to have. I do not see that of itself it 
judges anything differently than it did then, nor that it has gained any 
new light. Wherefore, if there is any convalescence, it is a deformed 
convalescence. 

cMiserable sort of remedy, to owe our health to disease! It is not 
for our misfortune to do us this service, it is for the good fortune of our 
judgment. You cannot make me do anything by ills and afHictions ex­
cept curse them. They are for people who are only awakened by whip­
ping. My reason runs a much freer course in prosperity. It is much 
more distracted and busy digesting pains than pleasures. I see much 
more clearly in fair weather. Health admonishes me more cheerfully 
and so more usefully than sickness. I advanced as far as I could toward 
reform and a regulated life when I had health to enjoy. 1 should be 
ashamed and resentful if the misery and misfortune of my decrepitude 
were to be thought better than my good, healthy, lively, vigorous years, 
and if people were to esteem me not for what I have been, but for 
ceasing to be that. 

In my opinion it is living happily, not, as Antisthenes said, dying 
happily, that constitutes human felidty. I have made no effort to attach, 
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monstrously, the tail of a philosopher to the head and body of a dis­
sipated man; or that this sickly remainder of my life should disavow 
and belie its fairest, longest, and most complete part. I want to present 
and show myself uniformly throughout. If I had to live over again, I 
would live as I have lived. I have neither tears for the past nor fears 
for the future. And unless I am fooling myself, it has gone about the 
same way within me as without. It is one of the chief obligations I have 
to my fortune that my bodily state has run its course with each thing in 
due season. I have seen the grass, the Hower, and the fruit; now I see 
the dryness-happily, since it is naturally. I bear the ills I have much 
more easily because they are properly timed, and also because they 
make me remember more pleasantly the long felicity of my past life. 

Likewise my wisdom may wen have been of the same proportions 
in one age as in the other; but it was much more potent and graceful 
when green, gay, and natural, than it is now, being broken down, peev­
ish, and labored. Therefore I renounce these casual and painful refor­
mations. 

BGod must touch our hearts. Our conscience must reform by itself 
through the strengthening of our reason, not through the weakening 
of our appetites. Sensual pleasure is neither pale nor colorless in itself 
for being seen through dim and bleary eyes. 'Ve should love temper­
ance for itself and out of reverence toward God, who has commanded it, 
and also chastity; what catarrh lends us, and what lowe to the favor 
of my colic, is neither chastity nor temperance. We cannot boast of 
despising and fighting sensual pleasure, if we do not see or know it, and 
its charms, its powers, and its most alluring beauty. 

I know them both; I have a right to speak; but it seems to me that 
in old age our souls are subject to more troublesome ailments and im­
perfections than in our youth. I used to say so when I was young; then 
they taunted me with my beardless chin. I still say so now that my Cgray 
Bhair gives me authority to speak. We call "wisdom" the difficulty of 
om humors, our distaste for present things. But in truth we do not so 
much abandon our vices as change them, and, in my opinion, for the 
worse. Besides a silly and decrepit pride, a tedious prattle, prickly and 
unsociable humors, superstition, and a ridiculous concern for riches 
when we have lost the use of them, I find there more envy, injustice, 
and malice. Old age puts more wrinkles in our minds than on our 
faces; and we never, or rarely, see a soul that in growing old does 
not come to smell sour and musty. Man grows and dwindles in his 
entirety. 

CSe~ing the wisdom of Socrates and several circumstances of his 
condemnation, I should venture to believe that he lent himself to it to 
some extent, purposely, by prevarication, being seventy, and having 
so soon to suffer an increasing torpor of the rich activity of his mind, 
and the dimming of its accustomed brightness. 

BWhat metamorphoses I see old age producing every day in many 
of my acquaintances! It is a powerful malady, and it creeps up on us 
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naturally and imperceptibly. We need a great provision of study, and 
great precaution, to avoid the imperfections it loads upon us, or at least 
to slow up their progress. I feel that, notwithstanding all my retrench­
ments, it gains on me foot by foot. I stand fast as well as I can. But 
I do not know where it wiiI lead even me in the end. In any event, I am 
glad to have people know whence I shaH have fallen. 

3 Of three kinds of association 

BVVe must not nail ourselves down so firmly to our humors and dis­

positions. Our principal talent is the ability to apply ourselves to various 
practices. It is existing, but not living, to keep ourselves bound and 
obliged by necessity to a single course. The fairest souls are those that 
have the most variety and adaptability. cHere is an honorable testi­
mony to the elder Cato: He had a mind so equally versatile for all things 
that whatever he was doing, you would say that he was born for that 
one thing alone [Livy]. 

Elf it were up to me to train myself in my own fashion, there is no 
way so good that I should want to be fixed in it and unable to break 
loose. Life is an uneven, irregular, and multiform movement. We are 
not friends to ourselves, and still less masters, we are slaves, if we follow 
ourselves incessantly and are so caught in our inclinations that we can­
not depart from them or twist them about. I say this now because I. 
cannot easily shake off the importunity of my soul, which cannot ordi­
narily apply itself unless it becomes wrapped up in a thing, or be em­
ployed unless with tension and with its whole being. However trivial 
a subject you give it, it is prone to enlarge and stretch it to the point 
where it must work on it with all its strength. For that reason its idle­
ness is a painful occupation for me, and bad for my health. Most minds 
need foreign matter to arouse and exercise them; mine needs it rather 
to settle down and rest-the vices of idleness must be shaken off by 
occupation [Seneca]; for its principal and most laborious study is study­
ing itself. 

cBooks are for my mind one of the kinds of occupations which entice 
it away from its study. BAt the first thoughts that come to it, it stirs 
about and shows signs of vigor in all directions, practices its touch now 
for power, now for order and grace, Carranges, moderates, and fortifies 
itself. Bit has the power to awaken its faculties by itself. Nature has 
given to it as to all minds enough material of its own for its use, and 
enough subjects of its own for invention and judgment. 

cMeditation is a powerful and full study for anyone who knows how 


